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I 
The Development of Negro Poetry in the Twentieth Century 
Introduction 
All Negro literature may be studied by inspection from 
two aspects, the sociological or the literary. If critics 
have erred in giving more attention to the former than to the 
latter, the blame rests upon the Negro writers themselves, who 
have all too often made of literature a form of propaganda whic 1 
pays slight attention to the demands of art. In this discussio~ 
I shall consider Negro poetry from a literary standpoint, al-
though some attention must necessarily be given, in pa~sing, 
to the socio-economic demands which it makes. 
There has been and still is being produced all over the 
world poetry by Negroes who are not Americans; however, this 
study will include only that verse produced by Aframericans 
or by those who, like Claude McKay, coming to us from places 
like the West Indies, have succeeded in winning a name fo~ 
themselves in what has been called 11 The Negro Renaissance. 11 
To discover how the poetry of these modern writers differs 
from that produced in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
and to evaluate the work of P-aul Lawrence Dunbar and the poets 
who fo1lowed him will be the purpose of this investigation. 
II 
,, 
II In spite of the fact that students of literature give scan~ 
attention to that produced by Negroes, a glance into several l1 
that th~1r output 1a not meager.
11 
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anthologies will furnish proof 
1 
As early as 1922 James 7eldon Johnson published his Book 
of Americ~n Legro Poets , prefacing it v1i th a critical discussio-
of the .degro ' s creative genius , an intelligently written evalu-
ation of his fellow poets . lilthoush he is sornewaat inclined to 
praise excessively , white men have gone to the opposite extreme 
in omitting mention of really fine writers of his race. For 
example , Edd 7infield arks , in hi s oouthern Poets includes 
not a single !egro , and even the s pirituals are disparared. In 
the sixteen . volum~Library of douthern Literature no Negro ' s 
work is to be found , and Pattee ' s ~mericc..n Literature bince 
1870 doesn ' t mention a Jegro , though Edgar Guest is considered 
worthy of two pages ! 
Other anthologists and critics in the field .of Negro poetr~ 
have been Robert . T. Kerlin , whose Negro Poets and Their Poems 
appeared in 1923 ; Newman '7hite and falter Jackson , who top;ether 
in 1924 published hnthology of Verse by. merican ~egroes ; Coun-,. 
tee Cullen , with his Caroling Dusk in 1927 ; and more recently 
Charles Johnson and Alain Locke, editors of Ebony and Topaz 
and The Uew Negro respectively . •:oreover , in each January num-
ber of the 1~egro magazine_Qpportunity since 1927 , Alain Locke 
has given an abl y written review of the literary accomplishment 
of his race during the year . 
Since no detailed study of the subject has appeared , as 
far as I have been able to discover , within the last ten years , 
1 
the time seems ripe for a new eval uation , not because in regro 
poetry we find an abortive monstrosity of interest only t o 
curio seekers , but because , if poetry is the product of vivid 
-
-----
---
2 
eeling and seeing, then here is poetry of charm, grace, and vi-
ality. Moreover, if it be true, as Calverton maintains, that 
egro contributions "constitute a large part of whatever claim 
merica can make to originality in its cultural history," it be-
ooves us to attend to the poetry that the race brings to us. 
heir ragtime rhythms and "blues" songs have already stamped upo 
merican music its individuality; their dances have served as th 
oundation for ours; who knowa what influence their livin& thoug ts 
ay produce upon us? 
-----------------------------
Before a satisfactory estimate c~n be made of the progress 
twentieth century Negro poets, a ilance backWard is necessary 
nto the earlier poetic expression of the race. Early poetry ma 
e divided into two categories: that produced spontaneously and 
anded down in oral tradition and that written by crude authors 
hose names we know. The songs of unknown origin are usually 
lasse4 as work songs, secular social songs, and spirituals. Pro -
bly the work songs were composed by laborers to lighten their 
rduous toil. They were written in a rhythm suggestive of the 
owing of a boat or the swing of a hammer. Listen to the hammer 
lows in "John Henry": 
"DiS. is de hammer 
Killed John Henry 
Killed him dead, killed him dead, 
Busted de brains 
All outer my pardner 
• Victor F. Calverton, The Liberation of American Literature, 
3 
In his head,yes, in his head." 
implicity, rough humor, crude rhyme schemes, but true rhythm 
characterize these early son5s . The secular social songs 
were often ballads model ed on popular western story-poems of 
the whites , like "Stagolee" and "Jess~ James . " Others of them 
seem to have sprung from life situations. Even in these crude 
attempts at expression there is vigor of expression, concrete 
and natural imagery, sincerity , and an intermingling often of 
humor and pathos , as in 
".Dem white folk say dat money talk . 
If it talk like dey tell 
Den ev ' ry time it come to Sam 
It up and say, ' Farewell . ' '' 
But it is in the spirituals that the most sisnificant 
folk music appears . James Johnson says in the introduction to 
1 
his ~ook of American Hegro Peet,ry: 11 In the riotous rhythms of 
ragtime the egro expressed his irrepressible buoyancy, his kee 
response to the sheer joy of living; in the spirituals 
his sense of beauty and his deep reli gious feeling. 11 Their 
sad and haunting strains record their crushed hopes, their de-
spairing sorrow , and their da ily misery . Because their life on I 
earth was so wretched , they breathed out in these songs a trust~ ! 
ing faith in God and assurance of rest in Heaven . The attitude 
expressed in the spirituals was always nothing but patience 
under tribulation in this life and triumph in the next . The 
·best of them, 11 r obody Knovrs the Trouble I 1 ve Seen , 11 "Little 
David , .?lay on Yo 1 Harp,'' and 11 I 1 1p Going to Lay Dorm My J vTOrd 
1. p .18=--.'"---- --_-_ =---===--- ---==- - ----
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and hield , 11 abound in spiritual allusions and child- like el!!~Jres ­
sions of faith . 1.~any of them consisted of a 11 call," or solo pc:..rt 
and a "sponse , " or choral res·ponse . uince the meeting house of 
the slaves was the church , these soncs , 1hich probably ::>riginated 
there , had a better chance of being passed on to others and 
consequently surviving . The c l oak of religion often maslred 
ongs expressing a longing for freedom , as 11 lo more peck o ' corn 
for me , " and" o more driver ' s lash for me . " 
a fe~r of backsliding in 
'' e Lord , 0 :ny Lord , o my good Lord, 
Keep me from sinking down . " 
• here is more than I 
One ca find all }~ i .;1ds of moods expressed in the spirituals 
sadness in " ometirnes I Feel Like a . otherless Child" ; mysticism 
in "Deep iver" ; 11 ~anciful symbolism in "4 11 God ' a hillun ot 
ings"·; an lofty ~,rath in 11 Co Do ·m, r.:ose . " Little i0~1der that 
Yarlc r·"lain found :is chief deli t:;ht in - ello':ling the ·e old Ju i -
lee songs that ~e remembered f:orn his youth. 
~o much attention has been devoted to the a9iritu~1s be -
co.use of their• resembl· nces to muc of the tTientieth century 
:·e ::--o ~oetry . ;..;elf - pity, ~uite n .... t t.n·~l under the circumst n oes, 
of cot~~e, i a nredorni~-tin8 mood. Often co1ceit is bla.t~nt. 
T.1e ''I'' is overeJr-:'1 -Jiz~~ . 
II I I m going to ~1e .vm ' .,n ' I don ' t rs. t to ..:; .... 0 _), 
I I 0 ' t . . . ·y' ~-:. 0 • .o sturr.bling block. 
'l'':.e ·•st.:.ci · o: 'Dieep, River" recu!' i· William Stanley 
5 
Braithe ··aite and even Hughes in such poems as 11 ::> andy Star" L1d 
"The .regro ;:)pealcs of ... ivers}' of 7hich more nill be said later . 
James ~eldon uohnson' s seven l1egro ser'1lons in verse, called 
God 's rombones, bear traces of the influence of the spirituals 
and many of the newer poets have deliberately cultivated in 
t _emselves the spirit of their ancestors nhc created these 
sorrow sonss . In short, of a ll the .L-egro litera.ture produced 
in earlier times , the spirituals have had the most powerful 
influence upon modern writers. 
r~any of the minor writers of the present day have unfortu -
nately been too much lilce the earliest known egro writers, the 
first of vhom 1as a slave named Jupiter Hammon(l720-1800) . His 
poems, little more than cr.ude d~ggerel, limited in both voc abm -
lary and thought, a re interesting only from their historical 
place . Their religious tone is evident from their titles -
11 n Evening Thought • .Jalvation by hrist , '.71th Per:~tential Crie 1 
"An Essay on the Ten Virgins," " Poem for Children, with 1' 
~houghts on eath. 11 In the last mentioned poem occur lines 
typical of a.ll his work: 
11 
'Tis God alone can make you 'l iSe, 
His wisdom ' s from above , 
He fills the soul vii th sweet supplies, 
By his redeeming love . " 
Undoubtedly Hammond was strongly impressed by the vrhite 
...... 
man ' s hymnology . The propensity to write strongly religious 
poetry has not appeared in the greatest of modern ~egro poets , 
but we do find it in men like George M. McClellan and Jonathan 
___JL ____ --
~~ ' 
6 
Henderson Brooks . It is interesting to note the attitude of 
Hammon tovrard slavery , especial ly in the light of later events . 
Although he does not condone the system , he vrarns that the 
slave ' s duty is to beur his yoke wi th patience , trusting in God 
for comfort . After Dunbar this feeling is rare indeed . Few 
are the poets vrho can say vri th McClellan , 
".And so if we have ever felt the wrong 
Of trampled rights , of caste , it matters not ; 
Whate ' er the soul has felt of suffered long , 
Oh heart ! this ~ne thing shoul d not be forgot : 
hrist washed the feet of Judas . " 
A better known and more l earned poet of the same century 
was Phillis 7heat l ey , who was brought from Africa to Boston in 
1761 and sold there to a kind- hearted family whose n~me she 
bore until her marriage . although Miss Jheatley ' s poems are 
strongly imita.tive of Pope , they are not more so that are many 
works of minor white writers of the same period . So well re-
ceived was she that when she visited Engl and with Mr . heatley 
in her later life that she was invited to rGad her poems before 
royalty , was l ionized by the Countess of Huntingdon , and was 
presented by the Lord Mayor of London wi th a folio edition of 
Po.radis e Lost , which Harvard University novr owns . 
---------
Pope 1 s influence is best seen in her poem, "On Imagination," 
in ·which she employs the loft y express i ons , poetic diction, and 
elaborate personifications \7hich char ..... cterize the worst of 
eighteenth century literature . 
11 But , Madam , let your grief be laid aside , 
7 
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And let the fountain of your tears be dried." 
she says on one occasion, and on another, 
"Fair Flora may resume her fragrant reign, 
And w1 th her flowery riches deck the plain. 11 
With all her faults, however, this early poetess showed an 
appreciation of noble living, an aptitude for clear thinking, an 
a sure sense of rhythm. Her tendency to imitate English writers 
appears today in many of the intellectual Negro poets. Countee 
Cullen, for example, has been strongly influenced by Keats and 
Shelley; William s. Braithewaite by Blake. But the racial ques-
tion apparently did not interest Phillis Wheatley, while poets 
ever since have not been able to escape it. 
Between these early poets and Dunbar many Negroes, mostly 
slaves, won short-lived fame and disappeared from public view. 
Leaders among them were George Moses Horton, a self-educated 
slave ambitious to secure his freedom, who published several 
volumes with the hope of earning enough money to buy himself. 
Although Horton wrote almost continuously from 1825 to 1865 he 
was unable to achieve his desire. In one volume occurred a poem 
on 11 The Pleasure on College Life, 11 in which the various fields 
of knowledge are discussed, theology being considered the great-
est. Charles Reason produced in 1847 what was probably the best 
ante-bellum poem, "Freedom. 11 This subject was naturally the 
theme of the hour. As a whole, however, none of these poets 
produced anything outstanding or memorable. Their work is more 
interesting to a psychologist than to a literary scholar. 
After the Abolitionists had started their agitation in the 
8 
-;orth, c;. subt le chs.:lt;e c&.r::le about in the chu.ro..cter o:' l~egro 
poet..:y . The '.vor~: of Hammon , Phillis rhe u.t l ey , l:orton, &nd the 
reLt , he:.d beea d'omin=-ted c~'liefly by re lic;ious sentiment a:.'ld 
"-'t:"on,_, mo:i.' l fervor . From the 1 8Lf.O ' s on , ho ·1ever, it vole ed th 
des ire of the r a ce for freedom , and this note of prote8t has 
never ce~sed . Even after Emancip~tion it continues, becoming 
a demand for civil rights and for treatment becoming to human 
belnss . Early propasanda ?Oetry is ex emplified in books like 
The Emanciuation G ~r, by r . ~ . A . Simpson , a volume of satiric 
pa.rodies and exhortCifi)nS to s laves to run away . .rl.merica is 
called ''the land of the free and the home of the slave . 11 'uch 
poetry is worthless from an artistic standuoint , of eourse , 
but the g re&t amount of it published before 1900 indic ~ted 
that there was a strone; urge to•:~ard expression . 
The most popular poets during the last of the nineteenth 
century among Negroes v;ere J ames Madison Bell and JrEnces E . 
Vatkins Harper . Both wrote poetry of protebt , althou~h Mrs . 
Harper produced a number of r ather good narr~tive poems , such 
as ~oses , A otory of the Nile . Bell's poems,"The Blo.ck Man ' s 
Wrong , " "The Do.',,n of Freedom," "The Triumph of the Free',' indicat 
with what his thoughts were preoccupied . He himself was a free 
~ee,ro living in Ohio , where he bcca.me a leader in 1 e5ro politi -
ca l and social life . 
:Hrs . Harper ' s poems fall into three classes : anti - slc.very 
verbe , religious verse, a nd sentimentally mor~l istic poems 
which are echoes of Lons fellow. Most suggestive of poetry 
written later are her lines : 
9 
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"Make me a grave where'er you will 
In a lowly plain or a lofty hill; 
Make it among earth's humblest graves, 
But not in a land where men are slaves." 
At the close of the century, then, the race bad a literatur 
~bat bad been a hundred and forty years in the making, yet nothi ~ 
put the Jubilee songs is known to ·.the general reader. The rest 
~s buried in oblivion. Drawbacks to the production of fine work 
~ad been the lack of education and cultural background, the dif-
~iculty of obtaining publishers, the pressure of earning a livin , 
~nd the dearth of Negro magazines. Then came Dunbar and after h m 
~ host of significant writers who brought about the movement kno n 
~a the rebirth of Negro literature. 
One point of contrast between poetry before 1900 and after t 
~ies in subject matter. Before, reasonably accurate categories 
existed into which all poems fit: religion, humor, love of musi9 
iancing, loafing, fishing, and desire for freedom. To attempt 
~lassification now would be vain. Cullen says: 11 The poet wri tea 
put of his experiences, and as these experiences differ among ot er 
~oets, so do they among Negroes. The double obligation of being 
~oth Negro and American is not so unified as we are led to auppo e. 
1 
~he individual e o transcends the synthesizing hue.n The fact 
~hat the evidence of the hue is now so bard to find in poetry 
makes the gap between pre- and post- 1900 literature so wide. 
~. Countee Cullen, Caroling Dusk, introduction, p. XII. This 
f3,nthology contains the best magazine poems. of the Negroes who 
are most modern in spirit. 
I 
10 
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It was Paul Lawrence Dunbar who first succeeded in gaining 
nation-wide popularity for his poems, not only among the member 
of his own race, but among white people as well. Even as a hig 
school student he had achieved success and popularity by writi 
for his school paper and becoming finally its editor. Born of 
slave parents in 1872, in Dayton, Ohio, he was doing his best 
writing just before the turn of the century, since his most 
appealing volume, Lyrics of Lowly Life, was published in 1896. 
His short life (he died in 1906) was a whirl of activity. 
Short stories, novels, poems 1n correct English, poems in dia-
lect flowed in quick succession from his pen. Nor did he stop 
with these. Both in the South and~n the North he gave readings 
of hie poems,which people flocked to hear. Nothing that he rea 
or wrote, however, won such immediate and lasting favor as hie 
dialest poems. Therein lay Dunbar's sadness, for we have the 
word of hie estranged wife as we~l as hie own poems to witness 
!that he never had intended to become a poet of such limited ran I 
as that of a dialect poet. Two thirds of his poetry ·iS in corr t 
English, but critics since Howells have followed the latter's 
dictum that the fame of Dunbar rests upon these "Jingles in a 
broken tongue." 
Dunbar was the first Negro poet to have the advantage of 
literary associations and friendships with such men as James 
Lane Allen, Robert Ingersoll, James Whitcomb Riley, and William 
Dean Howells. Moreover, he had had a more regular education 
than most of the poets who had preceded him, even though he 
had never attended a university. Because of the importance of 
11 
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~hese factors his poetry, although it does not indicate a great 
depth of knowledge, still does not contain the technical errors 
of his less famous predecessors. 
The pathos of his dialect verse is genuine and all the mor 
remarkable because he knew of plantation life only through his 
parents. His racial humor, too, is more typically Negro than 
that of the white dialect writers like Irwin Russell and Je~l c 
Harris. They were detached from their material; he was a part 
of his. His realism and feeling is better than theirs because 
it is the product of understanding and not mere word tricks. 
Somehow Dunbar managed to ensnare the romanticism of the South 
and make little everyday affairs seem important. 
His religion is not quite that of Phillis Wheatley or Jupi 
ter Hammon. Although in many poems he develops the idea of God 
along traditional, compensatory lines or as a means toward aoc-
1 
ial betterment, in some he seems half skeptical. In a poem 
called 11 Hymn Writt:an after Hearing 'Lead, Kindly Light 111 he pra 
that God speak "some soothing sentence" to help him see his way 
"through doubt's obscurity ... Through many poems runs a spirit. 
of disillusion, pessimism, and even mild sarcasm. There is eve 
a note of fatalism in "Mortality." 
"You with your theories, you with your trust 
---------------------------------
1. There is an excellent discussion of this phase of Dunbar and 
of other Negro poets and prose writers in Benjamin Maya's vol-
ume, The Negro's God, Boston, Chapman and Grimes, 1938. 
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Ashes to ashes, dust unto dust." 
Instead of writing with moral fervor and exhortations to serve 
God, he views evangelistic religion humorously, as in the poem 
• "How Lucy Backslid. 11 After telling a tale of how Lucy lost her 
-
sweetheart because of her piety, he concludes by remarking--
after Lucy has abandoned the church to dance again with her 
beau-
11 Fo a girl won't let 'uligion er no othah so't o' t'ing 
Stop huh w'en she teks a notion dat she wants a weddin' 
ring. 
You kin p'omise huh de blessings of a happy aftah life 
(And hits nice to be an angel), but she'd ravah be a wife 11 
Critics have laid much emphasis upon the fact that Dunbar 
is not bitter in racial feelini. It is true that in many poems ! 
he views the members of the black race in humorous fashion, 
but he shows pride in it too. "The "Ode to Ethiopia" shows this 
pride: 
"Be proud, my race, in mind and soul, 
Thy name is w it in glory's scroll 
In characters of fire." 
No other race, he says, has suffered so intensely without stoop 
in& to grieve, nor has any other forgiven so willingly. Racial 
pride is shown also in tributes to brave Negroes,"Frederick 
Douglas, 11 and "The Colored Soldiers, 11 for example. A poem like 
"Sympathy" shows that Dunaar was not so mild about his feelings 
as we have been led to suppose. 
----------
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Sympathy 
"I know what the caged bird sings, ah me, 
When his wing is bruised, and his bosom sore,--
When he beats his bars and he would be free; 
It is not a carol of joy or glee, 
BBt a prayer that he sends from his heart's deep core, 
But a plea that upward to Heaven he flings, 
I know why the caged bird sings. u 
Resentment and bitterness for racial discrimination are 
also put into his poems, "To the South, on the New Slavery~' 
-
"We Wear the Mask," and" Slow 'through the Dark." It is apparent 
that here was a man torn between the desire for fame, which he 
could achieve by writing the humorous and pathetic poems belove 
of white people and a deep-felt s adness for the injustices cause 
by these same whites to the people of his blood. 
Dunbar's subjects are usually definitions of lif e, or the 
mysteries of love and passion, or the power of music to drown 
sorrow, or the Negroes' love of food, dancing, and singin&. He 
shares Langston Hughes' love for the Lethe of dreams and Keats' 
premonitions of early death. He resembles Poe in his mastery 
of melody, and like Poe places music above intricacy of thought. 
Moreover, he has the power always of arousing in the reader the 
mood of himself. 
Poems like uAccountab111tl" a monologue of an old darky wh 
has stolen a chicken and tries to rationalize the morality of 
the deed, "The Banjo Song," and the "Song of Summer" reveal the 
lighter side of Dunbar's nature. In the last-mentioned poem 
= 
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ccura such folk imagery as 
"Jaybird chattin' wif a bee 
Tryin' to teach him grammah." 
Considered the best of all his dialect poems is one inspire 
the singing of his mother, "When Malindy Sings. 11 Even this, 
of the qualities, which make for permanent fame 
In his narrative verse in dialect he shows facility of ex-
ression, and iB inclined to mingle with the story shrewd obser-
life and caaracter as well as on life in g ener-
Like his friend Riley, whom he imitated to the extent of 
ttempting a few poems in mid-western dialect, he aimed to Sing 
ongs that 11 come close to your heart," that depend upon human 
eeling rather than upon trim and skillful phrasing. They are 
for the casual reader, not for the aesthete, and their 
merit lies in the fact that they are written simply and 
rom the heart. 
Vernon Loggins, in The Negro Author, maintains that the 
ublication of Dunbar's Lyrics of Lowly Life (1896) is "the grea -
1 
at single event in the his tory of American Negro literature, n 
ontaining, as it does, the best of his earlier work. His auc-
eeding books, Lyrics of the Hearthside(l899), L rica of Lmve an 
~~~h~t~e~r(l903), and Lyrics of Sunshine and Shadow( 1905) did 
improve upon his 1e96 volume. 
Whatever Dunbar lacked, he did possess a kindly understand-
of humanity. He nat , have had a love for children to write 
-------------------------------------
Since this book concerns Negro literature only up to 
ins would no lo er think so. 
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"Lullaby," and "Two Little Boots." Nor did his racial pride 
-
blind him to the fact that white people are not all evil, as 
one would imagine after reading the works of some of his pred-
ecessors. "Chris-mus on the Plantation" is as fine a tribute 
. 
to an old master as a slave could pay, and "The Deserted Plan-
tation" gives a picture of a loyal Negro bewailing the decay 
of "the big house" and vowing to guard it t+ll "de othah Mas-
tab" calls him to h.i "quarters in the sky." 
-
Of the poems written in correct English perhaps the best 
known and liked is the opening poem of the Lyrics of Lowly LifEJ 
volume, "Ere Sleep Comes Down to Soothe the Weary Eyes. 11 Sugges-
tive of Spenser in its drowsy melody, it is the song of a man 
who sees in tb.e waking world 11 a world of lies." N 1ther the 
poem nor the volume is an arraignment of society; yet between 
the lines one reads as acute a feeling of hurt as appears 
more blatantly in the poems of Dunbar's successors. 
Illustrative of Dunbar's ability to use life situations 
of everyday importance in his poems is the one called "After 
the ~uarrel," which critics have erroneously maintained was 
written after Dunbar's estrangement from his wife. Perhaps 
it may be considered prophetic, but no more than that. 
11 
••• And in the volume of my years 
Where all my thoughts and acts shall be 
The page whereon your name appears 
Shall be forever sealed to me. 
Not that I hate you overm ch, 
'Tis less of hate than love defied; 
- -
- -- -
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"Howe'er,our hands no more shall touch; 
We '11 go our ways, the world is wide. 11 
For the mildness of Dunbar's verse, particularly for poema 
like "The Deserted Plantation, 11 Calverton criticizes him, accu 
him of a lack of the crispness of vision and fervor of challe 
that newer poets possess. "He belonged to the Booker T. Washin 
ton school of 'yea men', 11 says Calverton; " yet in his genre of 
dialect poetry he was as significant as Timrod, Hayne, 
1. 
of . the Southern school." 
After Dunbar there grew up a school of writers in the dia-
lect tradition influenced undoubtedly by Dunbar. Daniel Web-
ster Davis, J. Mord Allen, James D. Corrothers, Alex Rogers, 
1 
Ray Dandridge, and John Wesley Holloway are only a few of these.j 
None of them show the delicacy of taste and intermingling of hu 
mor and pathos achieved by Dunbar. Generally depicting the Neg 
peasant type already familiar, they a nothing to the accept 
traditions of plantation life. They think of themselves as a 
inferior race and adopt in their poetry of protest a sefvile, 
supplicatory tone t ~at is as weak from a social viewpoint as 
it is inartistic. Most of it was aimed at a white audience, bu 
as the century advanced, the Negro audience increased with im-
proved educational advantages, while a1new group of writers wit 
a more sophisticated view of their me~ium were gradually replac 
ing these and substituting a more virile protest in more more 
memorable phrases. 
------------------------~---------
1. Victor F. Calverton, Liberation of American Literature, p.l4 • 
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Of these writers of the Dunbar school, J. Mord Allen 
approaches most closely to Dunbar in his sober sanity and intel 
ectual poise. He seems to have the power of shaking off any 
excessive race sensitivity long enough to laugh at the profess-
ional agitator. Like Dunbar and even more modern poets of the 
race he takes refuge in a dream world. He tells us, for exam-
ple, in "The Psalm of Uplift 11 that 
"Still comes the P3rfect Thing to man 
As came the olden ·ods, in dreams." 
Although he intrusts the future to the " God of Things as 
They Should B~" he thinks that the present generation can help 
by resolving 
"To enter where is no retreat 
To win one stride from sheer defeat; 
l 
To die, but gain an inch. 11 
In 1895 had appeared a volume by George Marion McClellan, 
a minister, teacher, and principal, entitled ~ook of Poems and 
Short Stories. McClellan published in 1916 a better book, The 
Path of Dreams. Though none of the poems are very striking or 
original, it is interesting to note the submissive spirit of 
the man---even more forgiving and religious than Dunbar. The 
influence of William Cullen Bryant appears in such a poem as 
"A Belated Oriole, 11 which in content resembles "To ,a Waterfowl.' 
Nothing could be farther than the already quoted "Christ ashed 
tbe Feet of Judas 11 from the demanding spirit and keen hatred 
of a later poet like McKay. 
l.Quotations are from Allen's Rhymes, Tales, and Rhymed Tales. 
----===-:=U==--=--
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McClellan realizes that there is unjust treatment, racial 
discrimination, unfair laws, but his piety and confidence in 
God help him to endure these. A man li'e McKay, a communist, 
has no sustaining faith on which to rely. 
Like the other poets of this period McClellan writes in 
traditional forms, and though he is moved by the sufferings of 
hie race, he turns to nature and religion for poetic inspiration. 
Carrothers, on the other hand, gives voice to his indigna- II 
tion at the thought of these unde ·served woes. He is a represent~ 
ative of a kind of poet that later Negroes look down upon because! 
he leta self-pity and sentimentality mar hie work. For example, 1 
in a poem called "At the Closed Gate of Justice" he laments the 
necessity of being "a Negro in a day like this.n Later writers 
express pride in their race rather than amame and bitterness. 
"Alas! Lord God, what evil have we done? 
Still shines the gate, all gold and amethyst 
But I pass by, the glorious goal unwon, 
'Merely a Negro'--in a day like thia! 11 I 
Still in the Dunbar tradition, Carrothers writes often in ' 
11 An Indigna-
1
1 dialect, presenting the Negro in a humorous light. 
tion Dinner"tella how a group of Negroes met to discuss how they 
could buy a decent dinner on the small wages which their white 
employers dole out. They steal one, finally, not because they 
are dishonest, but"!ndignant, eah! Da.t'a all." 
Corrothera has two volumes vto hie credit, Selected Peems, 
published in 1907, and The Dream and the Song. Often!imes his 
subject matter is trite, as in "The Dream and the Song~' opening 
19 
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t=-poem of the second volume, in which he expresses the idea that 
the inward aspiration of the poet to sing beautiful songs is 
beyond full realization. In another poem called "In the Matter 
of Two Men" he implies that because the white man seeks. ease in 
life and leta the Negro work for him, the latter is helping to 
build a stronger race, whil e the former is deteriorating. This 
implication is common to a large group of Negro writers, both 
in prose and poetry. 
Although Lealie 
was not brought out until 1921, he belongs with Corrothers, 
McClellan, and Allen in spirit. Most of his poems are born of 
I 
. I 
racial suffering, 
and indicative of 
yet the best of them are clear, calmly observ ,nt 
culture. In 11 Self-Determination11 he brings I 
forth the thought that his race has resolved 
11 To mix a grain of philosophic mirth 
With all the crass injustices of earth11 
and Hill himself has apparently tried to do that too. 
Too much of the self-pitying spirit is allowed to creep 
into these poems, and too much propa~anda. The 11 Mater Doloros 
sonnet concludes with the Negro nother's prayer for her son, 
"Uphold him, Father, with a double care; 
He is but mortal, yet his days must bear 
The World cross, and the burden of his rae e. 11 
"Armageddon," a blank verse peem, is an appeal against the 
the lust, hate, and guilty gain of white men and an analysis of 
the virtues of the black--their infinite capacity for 
unfeigned humility, joy in beauty, hardihood in toil, hopeful-
-------
- - -
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in tribulation, and wide adaptive power. 
It is evident from the brief quotations from these poets 
and from the titles of their poems that all of them make a rathen 
conventional choice of subject matter, use traditional forms, 'I 
and are obsessed, the majority of them, with racial self-conscio~s­
ness. They revolt against racial discrimination, grow indignant 
over lynchings ~sin Hill's "So Quietly" and Dunbar's "The Haunt ll 
. 
ed Oak11 ) and feel angry at their difference. ~he more construe~ ~ 
they grow in power, substitute a tive of the~, however, as 
1 strong race pride and belief in the cleansing power of suffering 
They determine to work a way upward for the race, "Ad astra per I 
aspera." Perhaps the strongest and most inspiring of the poems 
' expressing this constructive spirit are Hill's 11 Self-Determin-
ation~ Allen's " The Psalm of Uplift," and James Weldon aohn- II 
son's 11 0 aouthland," and " Fifty Years," of which more will be li 
said later. 
But even while this Dunbar-inspired group was writing, a 
new spirit was being fostered by a younger and better set of 
poets. A forerunner of these was Fenton Johnson, author of 
A Little Dreaming, Visions of the Dusk, and Songs of the Soil, 
published in 1913, 1915, and 1916 respectively. Although John-
son was born in 1888, he is far more modern in spirit than a 
writer like Hill, and he has been called the first of the 
I Revolutionary Negro poets. His best poems are of a lyric nature! 
I but he attempts a new kind of dialect and even an imitation of 
Mastera' Spoon River idiom, but with the Negro's angry slant. 
1 11 Tired" is an example of this. It begins: 
~ 
"I am tired of work; I am tired of building up 
somebody else's civilization. 
Let us take a rest, M'Lissy Jane." 
and ends with the despairing, 
11 It is better to die than to grow up and find out 
that you are colored. 
Pluck the stars out of heaven. The stars mark 
our destiny. The stars marked my destiny. 
I am tired of civilization. 11 
"The Banjo Player" and "The Scarlet Women" are other 
imitations of Masters. 
Kerlin maintains that Fenton Johnson is more deeply 
rooted in the song traditions of his people than are most 
poets. The spirituals offer him inspiration and patterns. 
Although he is intensely race-conscious, be does not often 
descend to the propaganda level. More frequently he is 
inclined to share Braithewaite's and Hughes's sease of the 
mysticism connected with race, as he shows in "Children of 
the Sun. 11 
"Dusk has kissed our sleep-born eyes, 
Reared for us a mystic throne 
In the splendor of the skies. 11 
11 The New Day" is an ironic commentary on the Negroes' 
part in the World War, a chord frequently struck i the poems 
of the poets writing aroung 1918. T~ey fought to give liberty 
to others, knowing none themselves. 
A more appealing poem of Fenton Johnson is "Puck Goes 'I 
}--== 
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to Court," a humorously satiric piece full of Puckish impulse. 
In it Puck mixes punch to inebriate all the fine gentlemen, 
I 
I 
and for this trick Oberon exiles him. "Where is I sport?" queri Is 
the trickster mournfully. 
Fenton Johnson, then, may be take~s the chief member. 
of the group of new poets who sprang up toward the clese of 
I 
. I 
'I 
the war to sing a more original song. They did not wish to 
concern themselves wit~he hackneyed subjects of earlier Negro s, 
the sound of the old banjo and the cabin with children singing 
1 round the door, the joys of eating water-melon and'possum • I 
Rather should they try to express what real Negroes, not types 
were thinking and feeling and wanting to hear. The distin-
guishing notes were disillusion, challenge, protest, and even 
despair. 
Another forerunner of the new realists of the present is 
George Reginald Margetson, who came to the United States from 
the West Indies in 1897, and who has written such volumes as 
Songs of Life (191~) and The Fledgling Bard and the Poetry 
SocietyC1916) • In the latter, he exhibits a kind of Byronic 
satire in the mood of Don Juan. It describes a modern 
young man setting out to find the Poetry Society, on the way 
commenting on questions of interest to the Negro. Here and 
there are interpolated lyrical passages, but in the main it is 
pure satire • Margetson appears to have a deep resentment 
against white people and even modern civilization as a whole. 
Sometimes he vents his spleen against society, sometimes again 
23 
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individuals such as President Wilson. Ita chief fault as a -.,1-:;i=::.:t~-=tt===== 
erary work lies in the obviousness of the satire. There is no--
thing subtle about, 
"I'm out to find the new; the modern school 
Where Science trains the fledgling bard to fly, 
Where critics teach the ignorant, the fool, 
To write the stuff the editors would buy; 
It matters not e'en though it be a lie--
Just so it aima to smash tradition's crown 
And build up one instead decked with a new renown." 
Although there is nothing particularly excellent about 
Margetson, however, he did succeed in breaking away from the 
sentimentality of his predecessors and viewing the Negro as a 
person rather than a stereotyped pathetic or humorous creature. 
Not exactly with these realistic forerunners of the new I 
school nor yet with the group influenced by Dunbar stands Willia 
Stanley Braithewaite, a poet perhaps better known for his criti-
11 cism than for his original work. His poems, collected in the 
volumes,Lyrics of Love and Life,(l904) and The House of Falling 
Leaves (1908) contain as little of the racial element as possible. 
This fact may be due to either of two reasons: Braithewaite is 
not a full-blooded Negro, and his i nterests seem to lie with th 
world of books rather than with the life of men. His intimate 
acquaintance with books and w~iters (He wrote for the Transcri 
in Boston for many years.) makes possible a wider choice of 
subjects, a surer touch, and less obvious methods than most 
Negro writers have been able to achieve. Yet except for a very I 
---
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few poems, like "The Way," Sandy Star, 11 and "The Watchers," 
Braithewaite's poetry does not stir the emotions. It is just a 
little too full of literary allusiveness, too full of highly Ji 
s ensitive estheticism to seem entirely sincere. Dunbar e~cels 
him in a knowledge of common life and sympathetic interest in 
human types. 
Nevertheless some of his lyrics, especially the later I ones,
1 
are rich in rare and beautiful imagery. 
in "Rye Bread," 
- - -
For example, he says 
"Felicite' a soul was a wind that runs 
. 
With a blue flame of foreboding." 
And in "Golden Moonrise" his sensitivity to beauty is shown 
in the lines, 
"Where the deep blue silence 
Touches sky and sea, 
Hast thou seen the golden 
Moon rise silently? 
Seen the great battalions 
Of the stars grow pale-
Melting in the magic 
I 
Of her ail ver veil?" I 
I 
B~aithewaite uses a variety of verse forms, but always writes 
in the conventional manner. He is not a vera libre experimental
1 
1st. One of the most pleasing of his poems is a ballad rem1n1s-
lcent of Kingsley' s"The Three Fishers." It is called"l:he Watcher~" 
r~~ ~ell~:ow-two women,_ : ther a-nd daughter, watch vainl~-fo-r ~ 
I 
,, 
I' 
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a ship long since due. 
"They watched there all the long night through--
(The wind's oui with a will to roam) 
Wind and rain and sorrow for two--
(And heaven on the long reach home.) 11 
One does not look for humor in Braithewaite; he has too strpng 
Ia sense of the seriousness of human fate, and yet it is not onl ~ 
1 of human fate that he writes but of an unreality beyond. His 
later poems, which are more highly polished, exhibit a mystical 
tendency sometimes almost impossible to comprehend, as in nsandy 
~tar, where he says, 
nsandy Star and Willie Gee 
Count 'em one, you make 'em three; 
Pluck the man and boy apart 
And you '11 see into mu ;; heart." 
~ere, if he is trying to explain personality, he does it obscure 
2 
ly if at all. "The Way, 11 though mystical also, is clearly a de-
scription of the way of life. 
111'le could not tell the way he came 
Because his chart was lost; 
Yet all his way was paved with flame 
From the bourne he crossed. 
He did not know the way to go, 
Because he had no map; 
------------------------------------
1
1. Atlantic, July, 1909. 
2. Scribners, October, 1915. 
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He followed where the winds blow 
And the April sap. 
He never knew upon his brow 
The secret that he bore-
And laughs away the mystery now 
The dark's at his door." 
Hie philosophy of life is contained in his poems, "This is 
y Life," "Sic Vita, '.'"The Eternal Self, t• and "A Song of Living. u 
pparently Braithe•aite is a disciple of Blake. He tries, not 
lways successfully, to achieve his effects through suggestive-
hess and restraint. 
I 
!I 
I 
I 
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Like Braithewaite in his love for literary subjects is Ben-
jamin Brawley, for in his second volume, The Desire of the Moth 
lror the Star, all the poems are on subjects like "Chaucer,""Brown-
ling, ""To Kit Marlowe," and "The Bella of Notre Dame." An earliezlj 
volume, The Problem and Other Poems, (1905) had dealt with racia~ 
discrimination. In 1917 Brawley published The Seven Sleepers 1 
of E hesus, A Lyrical; Legend, which tells the story of their I 
persecution, their miraculous sleep, and their awakening several 
centuries later. Here there is good use made of the ballad 
stanza in the style of Rossetti and Coleridge. Both Brawley and 
!Braithewaite, though, will be remembered more for their prose 
I 
I 
i 
criticism than for their creative work. 
I 
James Weldon Johnson has done more, perhaps, than any· other ! 
single writer to bring Negro poets and their works before the 
!public. It is he, too, who has furnished the race with ita 
! 
I 
I 
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anthem, "Lift Ev'ry Voice and Sing." His anthology of 1922, 
The Book of American Negro Poet~was the first collection of 
its kind in America, and its critical preface first brought 
to light the excellence of many Negro poets of the twentieth 
century. 
Johnson's first original volume of verse,Fifty Years and 
Other Poems, came out in 1917. 
the 
Its title poem is a review of I 
.I! egro's upward climb since Emancipation. Although not 
much has been achieved toward real freedom, he says, he is 
confident that the best is, with God's help, yet to come. 
It is evident throughout the volume that Johnson has a message 
of constructive criticism, hope, and prophecy for hie people. 
In hie point of view he is mode~ but not radical. He urges, J 
in 11 0 Southland" that the South cease living in the past and 
face the issues of the present. No attempt is made to hide 
his race or his racial feeling; on the contrary, the racial 
factor usually determines his choice of subjects. Like Fenton 
Johnson, he finds inspiration in the lives of the old Negro 
bards and in the spirituals. In a poem called 110 Black and 
Unknown Bards" he says, 
"You sang far better than you knew; the sons;s 
That for your listeners' hungry hearts sufficed 
Still live,- but more than this to you belongs: 
You sang a race from wood and stone to Christ.'.' 
Of course he is referring, here, to the unknown writers 
of the spirituals rather than to men like Jupiter Hammon. 
Worthy of comparison with Markham's "Man with the Hoe" 
I 
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is Johnson's "Brothers", a caustic inveighing against the 
degradation which has produced a rebellious, sullen, beast-
like spirit in the Negro race. The present day Negro is the 
result of-
"Lessons in degradation, taught and learned, 
The memories of cruel sights and deeds~ 
The pent-up bitterness, the unspent hate 
Filtered thru fifteen generations have 
Sprung up in me and found sporadic life. 
In me the muttered curse of dying men, 
In me the stain of conquered women, and 
Consuming me the fearful fires of lust, 
Lit long age by other hands than mine. 
In me the down-cruched spirit, the hurled-bace prayers 
Of wretches now long-dead--their dire bequests,-
In me the echo of u e stifled cry 
Of children for their bartered mothers' breasts." 
He voices the chfl.llenge a&ain in "To America~-
"How would you have us--as we are, 
Or sinking 'neath the load we bear? 
Our eyes fixed forward on a star? 
Or gazing empty at despair? 
Rising or falling? Men or things?" 
But when Johnson abandons the note of indignant protest 
he achieves more artistic results, although his inspiration 
seems to come from the past, the nineteenth centu.ry poets, ra-
ther than from the present. "The Glory of the Day Was in Her 
29 
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"Face'.' compares favorably with the Lucy poems, which it res em- 11 
bles, the the musically lyrical "White Witch" is not altogethe!j 
unworthy to be set beside "The Belle Dame Sans Merci." 
At times Johnson writes humorous poems in the style of 
Dunbar, as in "Answer to Prayer" when the entreaty 11 Lord, send 
me a turkey" bas to be changed to "Lord, send me to a turkey" 
before it achieves results. 
Believing the the imaginative sermons of the Negro folk 
preachers were fading out of memory, Johnson undertook to 
write a volume in which their characteristic rhythms and imagery 
should be preserved. He called it "God's Trombones" because th 
trombone seems to him the instrument which has the greatest 
r ange and power over the human heart. The best of the seven 
11 sermons" included is "The Creation~' which is full of that .1 
delightful fancy which made Green Pastures so quaintly appealing. 
11 Then God reached out and took the light in His hands, I 
And God rolled the light a round in his hands 
Until he made the sun; 
And He set that sun a-blazing in the heavens 
And the light that was left from maki ng the sun 
God ga thered it up in a shining ball 
And flung it against the darkness, 
Spangling the night with moon and stars • • . 
God stepped over to the edge of the world 
And he spat out the seven seas •• • 
And the rainbow appeared 
And curled itself around His shoulder ••• " 
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One could find it in his heart to wish that Johnson would 
confine himself to this type of poetry, but as he himself says, 
'"The pressure put up n him (any colored poet) to be propagandic 
is well-nigh irresistible. In additi~, he labors under the 
I handicap of finding culture ·not entirely colorless in the United j 
!
!States." In spite of handicaps, however, the work of Johnson 
shows the advancing artistic vision of Negro poets as well as 
lthe heightening of the spirit of protest. 
Among the women in whom the same growth can be observed 
are Alice Dunbar Nelson, wife of Paul Dunbar, Jessie Fauset, 
and Georgia Douglas Johnson. Although Mrs. Nelson's poems 
have something too youthful and immature about them, and often 
are rankly sentimantal, she does show genuine feeling for beauty 
in poems like 11Violets11 and 11 April is on the Way. 11 The latter 
Jpoem is marred, however, by lines like the following, which 
'
do not ring true because they are over-vivid: 
11 God,you know he laid hairy red hands on the golden love-! 
and 
liness of her little daffodil body" 
11 Dear God, give her strengt h to join me before her golden 
petals are fouled in the Slime!" 
Miss Fauset has had the advantage of prolonged training 
l bot~ at Cornell and the Sorbonne. She works, therefore, with 
1 care and finish, but although her poems are facile and appealing 
,, 
I 
II 
,, 
I 
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l the passion of Cullen or ~cKay does not sear them. Usually her I 
j ideas are humanly touching, sometimes even bordering on the sen-
l timental. At her best, she is sensitive to beauty and emot:ion. ~----
r I 
----
"Touche'~ and "Rencontre" are of the less worthy type, showing ~ 
immaturity. The former tells of a lover who starts as he touche's 
his sweetheart's raven hair. She aaks if his sudden feeling i 
due to the fact that the locks of his fisat love were of gold. 
Even so, she too knew in her girlhood another lover, and, 
'.'Blue eyes he had and such waving golden hair. 11 
"Rencontre" is like youthful melancholic verse confided to th 
. 
diary of a high school girl in the first stages of heart-break ~ 
"My heart that was so passionless 
Leapt high last night when l saw you! 
Within me surged the grief of years 
And whelmed me with ita endless rue. 
My heart that slept so still, so spent 
Awoke last night,--to break anew." 
I 
The most truly sincere and appea lins of her poems, I thin~ , 
is "Dead Fires~: 
11 If this be peace, this dead and leaden thin&, 
Then better far the hateful fret, the sting. 
Better the wound forever seeking balm 
Than this gray thing. 
Is this pain's surcea se? Better far the ache, 
The long-drawn dreary day, the night's white aake, 
Better the choking sigh, the sobbing breath 
Than passion's death." 
. . 
For more sustained efforts Miss Fauset has chosen the 
novel form rather than poetry, confining her verse to brief 
lyrical outbursts generally of this sad nature. 
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The best of all the Negro poetesses of the first quarter 
the twentieth century is Georgia Douglas Johnson. Inspired byl 
T a.H l-1\c)'a.\ t (.. 
· .,... , she writes verses in traditional lyric form, and through he 
; 
eekly soirees where poets gataer, at her home in Washin&ton, D.C , 
she has herself been the inspiration for younger writers. In he~ 
early work she imitated the brief, poignant lyric made popular 
y Sara Teasdale, but her poems grow in mellowness and depth wit 
he years. She is the authorof The Heart of a Woman (1918), 
ronze (1922), an~ An Autumn Love Cycle (1928). 
Mrs. Johnson writes simply and emotionally, with deft fern-
nine artistry. Like Miss Fauset's, her poems are generally sad, 
seems preoccupied with thoughts of oncoming age and the 
assing of love as youth goes. "My Little Dreams'.' is typical 
theme. 
" I'm folding up my little dreams 
W1th1n my heart tonight, 
And praying I may soon forget 
The torture of their sight. 
For time's deft fingers scroll my brow 
With fell felentless art--
I m folding up my little dreams 
Tonight within my heart." 
Sometimes, unfortunately, she lays aside the mood of poetic 
eauty for moralizing, as in" Service": 
"When we count our gold at the end of the day 
And have filtered the dross that has cumbered the way, II 
Oh, what were the hold of our treasury then 
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Save the love we have shown to the children of men." 
To her race she counsels hope and patience, urging in a poe 
called 11 Hope 11 that these "frail children of sorrow, dethroned by 
. 
hue" abide quietly awhile until the cycle ef seasons. moves a-
ound and they have their day, for "Each bas his hour--to dwell 
in the sun." 
The advance of her later poems over those contained in the 
olume called Bronze, the least satisfactory of all her works, 
a shown in the lyric "I Closed My Shutters Fast Last Night, 11 
=hich can be criticized only for the use of nineteenth century 
orda like 11 morn11 and 11 bower. 1,1 
11 I closed my shutters fast last night, 
Reluctantly and slow, 
So pleading was the purple sky 
With all the lights hung low; 
I left my lagging heart outside 
Within the dark alone, 
I heard 1 t a inging through the gloom 
A wordless, anguished tone. 
Upon my sleepless couch I ~ay 
Until the tranquil morn 
Came through the silver silences 
To bring my heart forlorn, 
Restoring it with calm caress 
Unto ita sheltered bower, 
While whia.pe(}ng, '~Await, await 
Your golden, perfect hour.~ 
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James Weldon Johnson says of her: "In her ingeniously 
wrought verses, through sheer spontaneousness and simplicity, 
Johnson often sounds a note of pathos and passion that will not 
l. 
fail to waken a response." And i"T eatherford states: "She hae 
that intensity of emotion characteristic of true poetry. You ca 
2. 
see the subdued longing for a fuller chance at life. 11 
Her faults are obvious--a tendency to revert to poetic die 
tion, too great a preoccupation with one theme, mixed metaphors 
too little subtlety in the use of symbols. "The Heart of a Woma 1 
illustrates them. 
"The heart of a woman goes forth with the dawn, 
As a lone bird soft winging so restlessly on, 
Afar o'er life's turrets and vales does it roam 
In the wake of those echoes the heart calls home. 
The heart of a woman falls back with the night, 
And enters some alien cage in its plight, 
And tries to forget it has dreamed of the stars 
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While it breaks, breaks, breaks on the sheltering rs. 11 
Although Mrs. Johnson's talent does not place her in the 
front ranks of modern poets, with her, twentieth century poetry 
advances in artistic vision and ease of expression. In her few 
protest poems she anticipates that doubt of God and bew1ldermen 
that is characteristic of later poets like Cullen and Hughes • 
. Mrs. Johnson expresses her realization of the world's cruelty i 
a rather odd poem and one that is, like most of her worka, 
---Q--------------------------1. James H.Johnson, Book of American Negro Poetry,intro.,p.45. 
2. Willis Weatherford,The Negro From Africa to America, p.409. 
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1 characteristi cally feminine--a mother's argument to an unborn 
child that the world is too monstrous for the child to enter. 
11 "Don't knock at my heart, little one, 
,, 
I 
I 
I cannot bear the pain 
Of turning deaf-ear to your call 
Time and time again! 
You do not know the monster men 
Inhabiting the earth, 
Be still, be still, my precious child, 
I must not give you birth." 
In his Expression in America Ludwig Lewisohn credits Willia~ 
E. Burghardt DuBois with originating modern Negro expression. As J 
early as 1903 DuBois had published his Souls of Black Folk, a se 1 
ies of essays whose tenor was critical of the policies of Booker 
T. Washington, the then-recognized leader of the race, who had, 
in his Atlanta speech of 1895 counseled submission to the autho -
ities in political and social matters, and advacated practical 
and industrial training for Negroes. DuBois's contention was th 
such an attitud&would destroy the self-respect of the Negro 
lout winning for him the privileges which were his by right. Bef 
long, these policies of fighting for civil, social rights caused 
a split in the race, the conservative element ·adhering to Washin -
ton, the radical to DuBois. The latter refused to yield an inch 
and the fact that the race is now practically united again under 1 
I 
the DuBois standard is proved by the fact that when Robert Russa l 
Moton's book, What the Negro ThinkS, was published in 1925, whic 
restated the tenets of DuBois, not a word was lifted in protest. 
''; . 
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-+ ----- -DuBois, however, is not important only for his work in the 
field of sociology; he is also the preparer of the Negro literar 
Renaissance and the prophet of cultural conflicts which contribu~ 
to the problem and character of creative expression among the 
Negroes. There had been protests before, of course, but none so 
vehement, nobe so rebellious. There is no message of trus~ful 
~~ pa~ience sounded by DuBois; be demands action--and tbat r1gbt 
speedily. In scathing words he cries out, 
II "Does not this justice of hell stink in thy nostrils, IJ 
I 
How long shall the mounting flood of innocent blood roar 
ears and pound in our hearts for vengeance? Pile the pale 
o God? !1 
in Thije 
frenzy 
of blood-crazed brutes who do such deeds high on Thine altar, 
1 
1
Jehovah Jireh, and burn it in hel}. forever and ever." 
II 
II 
I Throughout this prose poem he seems to think that Rod could ' 
do something about conditions, if He would. The implication seems 
to be that He does not hear the prayers that are raised to ~1m 
from ~s darker children. It is hard to ~econcile this attitude 
with that expressed in another poem from the same volume, "Pray 
era of God~ in which he identifies God with humanity. To lynch 
man is to lynch God. To exploit laborers is to exploit God. 
I sense that low and awful cry. 
Who cries? 
Who weeps? 
With silent sobs that rends and tears--
·.an God-.SDb1---------------------
1. "Litany of Atlanta,l905," in Dark Wat>er, p.25, ff. 
. . 
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I hear strong prayers throng by, 
Like mighty winds on~usky moors--
Can God pray? 11 
DuBois became the hero of the radical writers and thinkers 
among Negroes--radical in the sense that he and they were worki:1 
for what they considered root valuea,freedom of speech and press,J 
complete suffrage, abolition of racial caste distinctions, reeog 
nition of the highest human training as the monopoly of no one 
race. 
With the close of the World War, the hi&h hopes and illusio 
en endered by propaganda fell. Eight months after the Armistice 
came the Red Summer of 1919, and the emotions of the Ne ro think 
were those of bitterness, anger, and despair. There developed an 
attitude of cynicism uncharacteristic of the Negro, and it was 
accompanied by a spirit of defiance »orn of desperation. New 
readical newspapers sprang up in Harlem; older periodicals took 
on fresh vigor. The Messenger preached socialism and social 
revolution. Challenge assaulted the color line. Marcus Garvey 
with his gospel of unionizing the Negroes of the world, had come l 
to America two years before, and although his efforts had failed I 
he had helped to bring about a ~reater feeling of group conscious-
ness. Most newer literature bears the evidences of having been 
influenced by Garvey, and this post-war poetry is characterized 
by increased realism, an analytic spirit, a riotous indulgence 
in self-pity and introspection, together with a tendency to move 
along with white poets in the direction of tossing overboard mos 
standards both of art and of morals. In poetry especially there 
I 
was a coarse striving after bizarre effects; everything which 
savored of Harlem or of the primitive became attractive, while 
a mood of hedonism and paganism predominated. Meanwhile an 1m-
pulse toward greater literary activity was furnished by the es-
tablishment in 1924 of cash prizes for all kinds of literary 
effort • The Crisis and OpPortunity, leading Negro magazines, 
published the winning poems, plays, and stories, for which prize 
were donated by Mrs. Amy SpingarD, Mr. Caspar Holstein, Mr. Carl 
Van Vechten, and Mr. Carl Brandt. 
Claude McKay was the torchbearer of the new post-war poets. 
Max Eastman regards him as the '.'first significant expression of 
the Negro race in poetry, considering him far superior to Dun-
bar. In 1928 McKay received the Harmon award for literary ex-
cellence. A native of Jamaica, he came to America after having 
published one volume, Songs of Jamaic~. in 1911. Here he has 
worked at all sorts of occupations from porter to waiter, gain-
ing material for his fiery poems. 
In his work there is little that is conventional, little 
that is imitative of the past; on the contrary, he manages to 
fuse that exotic spirit that only the tropics know with the 
bitter realism of Black ~nhattan. He is intensely passionate--
occasionally too erotic for monventional morality, and he makes 
no effort at all to restrain himself for art's sake. 
the rea beauty in his lines of reminiscence and description 
rei1 ves the tones of bitterness and weltschmerz compensates 
the defects. 11 Flame Heart~' for example, ill11lstrates the 
deltcacy and love of nature which are in his best work: 
---
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"So much have I forgotten in ten years, 
o much in ten brief years! I have for&ot 
What time the purple apples come to J~ice, 
And what month brings the shy forget-me-not. 
I have forgot the special, startling seaaon 
Of the pimento's flowering and fruitins, 
What time of year the ground doves brown the fields 
And fill the noonday with their curious fluting. 
I have forgotten much, but still remember 
The poinsettia's red, blood-red in warm December." 
McKay first won attention in America shortly after his arri-
1val here in 1912 with two poems published in Seven Arts under thF 
! name of Eli Edwards; however, his best work is contained in the 
volume entitled Harlem Shadows,l922, from which all these quota-
Jtions are taken. Too powerful to confine his voice to racial 
subjects, McKay has tried all kinds of themes, turning from the 
mood of pure beauty, such as he uses in"The Harlem Dancer" to 
I pour out cynicism and invective directed against the white race. 
!Although the latter mood is more characteristic of McKay, it 
is not so productive of artistic results. Somewhat incongruous-
1 
ly he uses the sonnet form for his angriest outbursts. One of 
most vituperative, a sonnet called "The Lynching 1; concludes: 
"And little lads, lynchers that were to be 
Danced round the dreadful thing in f~endish glee." 
"Fiendish glee" describes the feeling with which McKay himself 
I 
attacks. Here is what he thinks~ of America: 
"Although she feeds me bread of bitterness, 
And sinks into m~ t~oat her tiger's tooth, 
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Stealing my breath of life, I will confess 
I love this cultured hell that tests my youth." 
He prophesies, however, that the great might of America will 
sink in the sand before long. 
Intense racial feeling and fierce anger he pours into the 
frequently quoted sonnet "If We Must Die." 
"If we must die, let it not be like hogs 
Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot ••• " 
The same feeling is expressed in "Exhortation: Summer, 1919," 
a poem written when the race was in the worst throes of despair, 
lin which he calls upon his people to awake and be ready for th 
new dawn breaking. Like DuBois, he had come to feel that passi 
obedience had failed and that to fight for their rights was the 
I only course left. 
I 
Somethins as morbid and untamable as the soul of Poe per-
vades poems like "The Wild Goat" and Desolate,n the latter be-
I ginning, nMy spirit 
l Poe~sque fantasy of 
"Oh cold as 
is a pestilential city." Here he paints a 
a grim sort: 
eath is all the loveliness 
That breathes out of the strangeness of the scene, 
And sickening like a skeleton's caress, 
With clammy clinging fingers, long and lean •.•••• " 
Like moat egro poets, McKay gives vent to feelings about 
being "different" from other men in "My House." But in race he 
too finds a mysticism, and he implies that in Negroes there is 
greater ardor, greater physical vigor than in his paler brother~. 
"For this peculiar tint that paints my house ••..•.•• 
41 
Where other houses wear a kindred hue, 
I ha~e a stirring always very rare 
And . romance making, in my ardent blood, 
That channels through my body like a flood." 
I· 
Though he feels a strangeness, he has never felt anything but I 
! pride, he says. Continuing, he writes of the exhaltation of man•k 
inner life in which he is able to contemplate infinity and his j 
own finite state and to catch glimpses which change the face of 
the waole world for him. 
Individuals' poignant suffering caused by race problems has 
never been more sincerely expressed than in 11 The Barrier." 
"I must not gaze at them although 
Your eyes are dawning day; 
I must not watch you as you go 
Your sun-illusioned way. 
I hear but I must never heed 
The fascinating note 
Which, fluting like a river reed, 
Comes from your trembling throat. 
I must not see upon your face 
Love's softly gleaming spark 
-
For there's the barrier of race, 
You're fair, and I am dark." 
Max Eastman, in the Introduction to Harlem Shadaws, says of 
his work: "It should be illuminating to observe that while these I 
poems are characteristic of that race as we most admire it--they 
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hey are still more characteristic of what is deep and universal 
l. 
n mankind." "Harlem Shadows,, says Untermeyer, makes no attem 
o please a white audience by the affectation of dialect.. Mclfay 
oes not disguise either himself or his poetry. His lines are sa -
rated with a people's passion; they are colored with a mixture 
f bitterness and beauty ••• He knows how to evoke a power of com-
2. 
unication without s houtirli•" 
One would hardly recognize the angry rebel in such lines as 
hose to "o.A.E. 11 , which are pure loveliness and sensuous beauty 
"Your eyes are gentle and soft like the dew on the lips of 1 
the eucharis 
Before the sun comes warm with his lover's kiss, 
You are sea-foam, pure with the star's loveliness." 
It is worthy of note, in passing, that as the twentieth 
entury advances dialect poetry grows more and more rare. As 
3. 
ames Weldon Johnson aptly phrases it, the old ~ialect. forms 
1. Max Eastman, Introduction to Harlem Shadows, p.ix. 
2. ~ouis Untermeyer, American Poetry Since 1900, p.373. 
3. James Weldon Johnson, Book of American Negro Poetry, Intro-
duction, pp. xxxix-xli. 
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iscent of Africa in his poetry. In expressing this he points 
the direction in which later twentieth century poets have move~ ~ 
l.James Weldon Johnson, Book of American ~egbo Poetry, pages 
xxxix-xli. 
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In his love for experimentins with sounds he resembles 
Vachel Lindsay, as 11 Rain Music" shows. 
11 Slender silvery deumsticks, 
On an ancient drum, 
Beat the mellow music, 
Bidding life to come. 
Chords of earth awakened, 
Notes of greening spring, 
Rise and fall triumphant 
Over everything. 
Slender, silvery drumsticks 
Beat the long tattoo---
God, the great musician, 
Calling life anew." 
There is a strong religious flavor and a sure rhythm in his 
~ems, notably in "The Band of Gideon," a poem which compares 
~lack storm clouds to fiery steeds crying aloud as they scourge 
tthe sinful earth with storms, "The sword of the Lord and Gideon! 
11 
'rhe band of Gideon roam the sky, 
The howling wind is their war-cry, 
The thunder's roll is their trump's peal, 
And the lightning flash their vengeful steel. 
Each black cloud is a fiery steed 
And they cry aloud 
With each strong deed, 
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I 
'The sword of the Lord and Gideon!' 11 
The note of rebellion sounded by DuBois and continued by 
Kay is being struck today by a group of young radical poets who 
sprang up about six or seven years after the close of the war, 
most of them living in Harlem or in Washington, D.C. Two 
Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen, have won national 
The rise of the first post-war group had been a revolt against 
the sentimentality and spirit of imploration that had preceded 
the~. The new group maintained that it rebelled against the 
propaganda of their immediate predecessors, and was trying to 
escape the weight of race. Some sought freedom by feigning to 
ignore racial barriers, their efforts often resulting in poetry 
of bravado or bombast. None of them, not even Hughes or Cullen, 
succeeded in escaping it. Cullen's best poetry arises out of 
racial experiences, but he is able to heighten these experience 
until race poetry becomes a thing of beauty. Hughes uses the 
traditions of the race as inspiration and models for his verse. 
The more serious side of the new temper was represented by 
such collections as Ebony and Topaz, edited by Charles Johnson. 
In the introduction to this collection the editor states that 
the selections included are by authors who,"swinging clear of 
the old and exhausted stereotypes and reading from life have 
created human characters who are aapable of living by their 
own charm and power." 
1. Charles s. Johnson, Ebony and Topaz, Introduction, p. 2. 
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Negro writers, he goes on to say, are now much less self-
fonscious,less interested in proving that they are like the whitej 
race, and care less what the latter think of them. There is more 
candor about their weaknesses and a greater sense of humor. The 
~aboos and racial ritual are less strict; there 
I 
is more overt eel -
The I criticism,less bitterness and fewer appeals for sympathy. 
return of Negro writers to folk materials and their pride in the I 
old slave songs has proved a new emancipation. The best of th€ 
newer work is free from the spirit of apology ahd self-pity. 
The less valuable contributors to this new literature have 
replaced the old-fashioned Uncle Remus and Aunt Chloe with the 
stereotyped Negro vagabond and roustabout. 
Langston Hughes is the typical representative of the new 
school. A rebel both in poetic form and in choice of subjects, 
he writes about prostitutes, cuckolds, suicides, --even "Brass 
Spitoons"--tbe last mentioned a bizarre monologue of a spitoon 
cleaner, endi~, 
"Hey b9y: 
A bright bowl of brass is beautiful to the Lord. 11 
1, Hughes's beat work springs from racial feeling shot through 
with a cynicism and sardonic humor reminiscent of old Negro bal-
l lads and blues songs, forms which he uses, one imagines, in an 
j effort to represent sincerely the Negro masses of which he is 
a member. The philosophy of the blues makers is to laugh in ord 
I t ·o keep from crying, and that is the philosophy of Langston Hugh s. 
His work is seldom sentimental or pathetic, although he bas seen 
in his wanderings around the world, much of the derelict portion 
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!!of life. 
Ria first book, The Weary Blues , published in 1926 and 
printed six times, is an uneven volume, in which really fine 
poems are scattered among inconsequential efforts. His subject 
are all from modern life, cabaret girls, disillusionment, 
nigh~ life, jazz orchestaas. Here also one finds a young 
yen fDr things of color and warmth, that nostalgia for Africa a 
common in the new radicals. 
"We should have a land of sun, 
Of gorgeous. sun, 
And a land of fragrant water 
Where the twilight 
Is a soft bandana handkerchief 
Of rose and gold, 
1 
And not this land where life is cold." 
His stanzas are always personal, often subjective, and see 
like improvisations. Many of them, especially in the volume 
Fine Clothes for the Jew have the typical blues form of one lonS 
line repeated, followed by a third, rhyming line ... Homesick Blu 
one of the worst of the poems, illustrates the form: 
11 De railroad bridge's 
A sad son in de air. 
De railroad bridge's 
A sad song in de air. 
Ever time de trains pass 
2 
I waat.s to go somewhere." 
----------------------
::;;:;a. . .__:.s.:;. rom The Wary llue ____ ,_2._From-XJ,ne_CJ..o:tJles for the Jew 
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Useful though this form may be in preserving the jazz rhythm of 
a popular type of song, it does not, at least as Hughes uses it, 
lend itself to the highest type of artistry or real feeling. He 
says in the preface to his second volume, Fine Clothes For~ 
I Jew that he writes poems of this type as a study of racial rhyt a. 
II "Dreams" illustrates his conversational style of writing 
and his tendency to resort to a world of poetic illusion. 
"I take my dreams 
And make of them a bronze vase, 
And a wide round fount a in 
With a beautiful statue in its center, 
And a song with a broken heart, 
And I ask you: 
Do you understand ~ dreams? 
Sometimes you say you do 
And sometimes you say you don't. 
Either way. It doesn't matter. 
I continue to dream. 11 
This seems almost an echo of Walt Whitman, and in "I, Too" 
he same influence appears. It pleads for recognition for the 
dark race. 
"I,too, sing America. 
I am the darker brother. 
They send me to eat in the kitchen 
When company comes, 
But I laugh, 
And eat well, 
---------~·-~-=--------
\! 
II 
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And grow strong. 
Tomorrow, 
I'll sit at the table 
When company comes • 
Nobody'll dare 
Say to me 
'Eat in the kitchen' 
Then. 
Besides, 
They'll see how beautiful I am 
And be ashamed. 
I, too, am America." 
As the blues songs show, Hughes occasionally uses dialect, 
!put his dialect is a freer form than that of Dunbar, and his rea-
son for using it seems to be in order to imitate more closely the 
songs of his _people rather than the medium for conveying humor 
I p~ pathos. 
11 Like most of the new poets, he is somewhat pagan in his feel 
l ~ngs and breathes out religious skepticism in such lines as, 
'I 
11 I asked the white Lord Jesus 
What was the use of prayer." 
One of his most appealing poems is the symbolic "Dream Varia 
ion.'.' 
"To fling my arms wide 
In some place of the sun, 
To whirll ~nd to dance 
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Till the white day is done. 
Then rest at cool evening 
Beneath a uall tree 
While night comes on gently, 
Dark, like me,---
That is my dream. 
To fling my arms wide 
In the face of the sun. 
--
1.1931 
Till the white day is done. 
Then rest at cool evening 
Beneath a nall tree 
While night comes on gently, 
Dark, like me,---
That is my dream. 
To fling my arms wide 
In the face of the sun, 
Dance! Whirl! Whirl! 
Till the quick day is done. 
Rest at pale evening •....•.• 
A tall, slim tree •...• 
Night coming tenderly 
Black like me. 11 
2. 1932 3. 1932 
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1~s the Negro poet beat beloved by both white ~nd black race in America. Even before graduating from high school he had won 
I 
rl 
I 
prizes for his poems, and in 1926 he was awarded the Harmon 
award for literary merit. 
Cullen says that his chief problem has been reconciling hi 
Christian rearing with his pagan inclinations. This conflict 
with tb.e odds on the pagan aide is shown in "Heritage, 11 a poem 
dynamically charged with racial feeling. 
"What is Africa to me 
Copper sun or scarlet sea, 
Jungle star or jungle track, 
Strong bronzed men, or regal black 
Women from whose loins I sprang 
When the birds of Ed•n sang? 
One three centuries removed 
From the scenes his fathers loved, 
Spicy grove, cinnamon tree, 
What is Africa to me? 
So I lie, who all day long 
Want no sound except the song 
Sung by wild barbaric birds 
Goading massive jungle herds, 
Juggernauts of flesh that pass 
Trampling tall defiant grass 
Where young forest lovers lie 
Plighting troth beneath the sky ••••• " 
----
--
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especially the last two lines. In it he says that God could 
I oubtless explain all His seemingly inexplicable workings, yet 
he poet needs must marvel 
" ••.• At this curious thing 
To make a poet black, and bid him sing. 11 
Sadness tinged with a light, pessimistic cynicism pervades 
I 
11 the poems. The hopelessness of finding fidelity in either 
rove or friendship iS a constantly recurring theme, especially in
1 his early work. 11 To Lovers of Earth: Fair Warning 11 carries the l 
dea a step farther, giving the warning that Earth is more fickle I 
han the most wayward of lovers, and when you are gone she will 
ot mourn for you. 
" And there shall flame no red 
l\ indignaJ. cross 
For you, no quick white scar of wrath emboss 
The sky, no blood drip from a wounded moon 
And not a single star chime out of tune. 11 
Whether Cullen writes of the simple experience of being call 
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" From the Dark Tower~' in which he says, 
II "We were not made eternally to weep" 
you feel that his sensitive nature has been crushed by the need- I 
ll lessly humiliating experience of being a Negro and an American, 
and that it is this which has trans'formed a naturally buoyant 
soul into this melancholy, cynical one. 
I 
Frequently comes from his pen a purely artistic poem with 
lno trace of racial feeling, one such as Braithewaite mi$ht write 
at his best. Such a one is "To John Keats, Poet, at Springtime, 
in which he reveals his sensitivity to color, touch, and odor 
as well as his tendency to use rhymes almost too mechanically. 
"Spring beats 
Her tocsin call to them who love her, 
And lo! the dogwood petals cover 
Her breast with drifts of anow, and sleek 
White gulls fly screaming to her, and hover 
About her shoulders, and kiss her cheek, 
While white and purple lilacs muster 
A strength that bears them to a cluster 
Of color and odor;for her sake 
All things that slept are now awake. n 
In lines that describe Keats' will pushing up some sap road 
6f a maple tree, and his cry in the bud and blossom of spring, as 
':rRI ell as in another poem called "Threnody for a Elack Girl" Cullen 
seems a pantheist. 
He ia at his best 
~or Keats he writes: 
L- -
in writing epitaphs and short portraits. 
.....,. __ 
- --~ 
"Not writ in water nor in mist, 
Sweet lyric throat, thy name, 
Thy singing lips that cold death kissed 
Have seared his own with flame." 
For Dunbar, 
"Born of the sorrowful of heart 
Mirth was a crown upon his head; 
Pride kept his twisted lips apart 
In jest, to hide a heart that bled." 
And although Cullen does not share the intense bitterness that 
&Kay holds against the white race, he can be sternly ironic in 
ortraying certain types, as he is in an epitaph "For 
I Know." 
I 
"She even thinks that up in heaven 
Her class lies late and snores 
While poor black cherubs rise at seven 
To do celestial chores. 11 
Lady I 
His love songs are piercing in their sad beauty. The poet 
eems strangely to have imbibed, along with the rest of the world , 
reely at the well of Epicurus, yet is longing all the while for 
l world where things are d~ferent. He possesses all the sensu-
ousness of the dark races, raised from crudeness by his having 
11partaken liberally and passionately of the culture of the ages. 
lf hat love is but transient he says over and over again--in 11 If 
~ove Be Staunch" 
" Whom yesterday love named his aun 
Today he names a star; 
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When the course of another day is run 
What will he say you are?" 
Yet as be grows older be abandons this rath h i 1 er sop omor c 
1 
mood and appears in a more appealing manner in these stanzas fr 1 
I the"Ballad of the Brown Girl 11 : 
"o lovers, never barter love 
For gold and fertile lands, 
For love is meat and love is drink 
And love heeds love's demands. 
And love is shelter from the rain, 
And scowling stormy skies; 
Who casts off love must break his neart 
And rue it till he dies." I 
White and black critcs both have vied in praising and blam ~ 
Cullen. The most unkind criticism has come from Wallace Thurma~, 
1 
who writes in the Bookman a satiric criticism of all Negro poet 
ry, saying that Cullen is a master at making the banal sound beJ f_ 
1 tiful. A more just evaluation of his work has been given by I 
2 
George Dillon, who, although he criticizes Cullen for distortion 
lor phrases ("Yet do I marvel" instead of the more natural nAnd 
yet 1 marvel") still credits him with technical perfection, 
appealing lines, and the achievement of great intensity of 
1. Wallace Thurman, "Negro Poets and Their Poems," Bookman, 
1928, 1:>.555. 
2. George Dillon, "Mr. Cullen's First Book," Poetry, April, 
feell!.ng 
'I 
I July, 
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with an almost colloquial style in a poem like 111 The Wise" which 
is not only winning because it is spare and direct, but perfect 
I in its universal feeling. 
"Dead men are wisest, for they know 
How far the roots of flowers go, 
How long a seed must rot to grow. 
Dead men alone bear frost and rain 
On throbless heart and heatless brain, 
And feel no stir of joy or pain. 
Dead men alone are satiate; 
They sleep and dream and have no weight, 
To curb their rest, of love or hate. 
Strange, men should flee their company 
Or think me strange who long to be 
Wrapped in their cool immunity." 
The interplay of liquid consonants and open vowels in this I 
I poem mark Cullen as a master of melody. In a simple poem like . 
this he succeeds mQch more than in one like 11 The Black Christ," 
which deals in a mystical vein with a lynching, and tells how 
the man lynched returns to those whom he had known in a form 
suggesting Christ. 
In the work of both Cullen and Hughes there is a freedom an 
sophistication which indicate modern youth's abandonment of any 
Jl feeling of inferiority. They possess a sureness, a poise and de-
tachment not found in earlier writers. Disguised by a reckless 
=====~andon_is the hurt nojLflidden before lheir hardness 
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! Although they are radically different in the forms they use,, 
Hughes usuallp writing like Sandburg in free verse or in jazz I 
rhythms, while Cullen uses sonnets and couplets most frequently 'j 
they are alike in their mystic identification of themselves wit 
the past of their race. Hughes shows this in "The Negro Speaks 
of Rivera, 11 "Our Land,'.' and "Afraid," Cullen in "Heritage" and 
. . 
lj "Colored Blues Singer." 
I expresses his protest against discrimination in "The White 
. 
Both try to avoid propaganda, but 
I 
Hugh ~ 
Ones" I 
1
: 
. 
and "As I Grow Older," while Cullen sharpens his indignation 
. 
with irony in poems li:te "From the Dark Tower" .-t "Epilogue," 
and "Uncle Jim." Hughes will be remembered for his colloquial 
phrasing, vivid images, striving for new, unused ~arms, his 
shouting and his blues rhythms, for his sometimes grotesque, 
sometimes trite effects. Cullen will live for his exuberant 
imagery, his delight in beauty, his revolt against conventional 
religion (as in "The Wise," "Suicide Chant," and" <}oda")for his 
epigrammatic expression, his lyric expression of a mood, his 
masculine strength, and the singing quality of his linea. When 
I ·Newman and White published their anthology in 1925, Professor 
I Newman concluded that Negro poets were artistically 
whites, but that Negroes should be encouraged to spur on to 
er efforts by the fact that poets were gradually outgrowing ef-
fusions wholly motivated by protest ar defiance. In 1940 I woul 
go a step further and maintain that the work of Cullen places 
him in the foremost ranks of modern American poets. If he has 
not made himself a member of the cult of the unintelligible to 
-lF==-=-=--
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please twentieth century intellectuals, he has at least create 
verse which has made the feelings of the Negroes a definite par 
of American literature. 
Hughes and Cullen are only two of an astonishingly large 
number of more than mediocre poets ot the Negro race now writ-
ing. Many of them, like the two leaders, have tried novels as 
well. Jean Toomer and Rrna Bontemps are mong the best. 
Toomer is associated with a literary and artistic group in New 
York composed of men like Waldo Frank, Paul Rosenfeld, and Al- I 
fred Steiglitz. With them he has tried to "articulate the dive se 
significances of America." His first book, Cane, a poetic novel~ 
I 
came out in 1923. Most of his poems deal with topics peculiar 1 
to the Negro, "Reapers, '"'Georgia Dus~, 1111 Song of the Son," "Cot-
ton Song,""November Cotton Fields." He is an experimenter in 
form; "November Cotton Flower"is a fourteen line poem but not 
a sonnet; it is written in couplets. "Face" is in free verse. 
Like his stories, his poems are full of imagery and music. "Geo ,-
gia Dusk" contains all the languor and aroma of the South. It 
concludes, 
"O singers, resinous and soft your songs 
Above the sacred whisper of the pines, 
Give virgin lips to cornfield concubines, 
Bring dreams of Christ to dusky, cane-lipped throngs." 
In "Song of the Son" he speaks of himself as "caroling softly 
souls of slavery. 11 
Arna Bontemps is inspired, too, by racial feeling, both in 
his novels (Black Thunder, for example) and in his poems. But h 
59 
---=~rites-coolly, calmly, philosophically. He seems ~o desire to 
return to Africa and see it restored to its black aborigines. Th 
is an echo of Marcus Garvey. 11 The Return" describes the spirit 
I 
1
ual reversion of the Negro to jungle life. "A Black Man Talks o 
Reaping" laments that those who sow do not reap; others do. 
1
1
"Noctourne at Bethesda" compares the forsaken appearance of the I 
biblical pool to his own desolation. He feels that there is som 
thing forgotten in life, something lost; yet he still hopes to 
live though not here. If he can come back to earth again after 
death it will be to the palms of Africa or to a desert caravan, 
for he will be seeking ivory ornaments and jungle fruits. 
Bontemps writes in both traditional form and free verse. 
His first poem to win attention, "Golgotha is a Mountain~ in fre 
verse, won the poetry prize in 1926 offered by Opportunity. One 
of the simplest yet most charming of the poems is "My Heart Has 
Known its Winter. 11 
'I 
,I 
II "A little while spring will claim its own, 
In all the land around for mile on mile 
I 
I 
I 
Tender grass will hide the rugged stone. 
My heart will sing a little while. 
And men will never think this wilderness 
Was barren once when grass is over all~ 
Hearing laughter they may never guess 
My heart has known its winter and carried gall. 11 
The delicate sensitivity 
\1 111ustrated by four lines from 
"Let us go back in to t he 
and atavism of Bontemps may be bes 
"The Return." 
dusk again, 
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Slow and sad-like~following the track 
Of blown leaves and cool white rain 
I 
Into the old gray dreams; let us go back." 
Somewhat older than these poets is Angelina Grimke, born in 
Boston in 1880, yet in spirit she is a member of the modern 
school. She shows in her poems a power of selecting vivid de-
tails of color together with a facility in lyrical versifying an< 
expressing genuine emotion. For instance, in "A Winter 'I'wilight' 
she speaks of 
I 
"one group of trees, lean, naked, and cold, 
Inking their crest aga inst a slqr green-cold. 11 
1
1 
and in "The Eyes of my Regret" she mentions "the slow unlidding 
I 
I 
I 
II 
of twin stars." 
11 Tenebris11 is grim with menace. 
"There is a tree, by day 
That, at night, 
Has a shadow, 
A band huge and black, 
With fingers long and black, 
All through the dark, 
Against the white man's house. 
In the little wind, 
The black hand plucks and plucks 
At the bricks, 
The bricks are the color of blood and very small. 
Is it a black hand, 
I Or a shadow?" 
61 
t --- - - -
_--
I 
I 
--- II_ 
-=tt=--- -----1 Miss Grimke is also the author f Rachel, a three-act prose 
drama. Her "When the Green Lies Over the Earth" is a delicate ~~ 
I elegy, and "For the Candle Light" reveals the eternally feminine 
I spirit. 
I 
,, 
II 
I 
I 
,, 
I 
"The sky was blue, so blue that day 
And each daisy white, so white, 
0, I knew that no more could rains fall gray 
And night again be night. 
I knew, I knew. Well, if night is night 
And the gray skies grayly cry, 
I have in a book for the candle light 
A daisy dead and dry.n 
The great distance Negro 'poets have traveled since the days l 
of pious Jupiter Hammon is potently illustrated by a four-line 
poem of Miss Grimke, 11The Puppet Player." 
"Sometimes it seems as though some puppet player, 
A clenched claw cupping a craggy chin, 
Sits just beyond the border of our seeing, 
Twitching the strings with slow, sardonic grin. 11 
Somewhat different from other poets of her time, Mary Effie jl 
JLee Newsome writes poems that remind one of Stevenson's children a 
!
verses. Such .poems are "Sassafras Tea,'"'Sky Pictures, 1111 'f'he Quil ," 
-- I 
and "The Baker's Boy • 11 Although she occasionally attempts racia 
I themes, as in ''Morning Light," she tempers her resentment with 
religious hopes and does not achieve the fire of McKay or Hughes 
Like Miss Newsome, Blanche Taylor Dickinson does not write 
-::=-:-=:-:-·- ------·---
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any more than mediocre verses, but hers are usually confined to 
race. A rather interesting one is "Walls of Jericho" in which 
she compares the walls ~f the city to the power of the world, 
and the black race to people seeking milk and honey within the 
I 
walls. The implication is that the ~nunda have been many and 
the wallS will soon tumble. 
A Wellesley raduate and a more facile writer, Clarissa 
Scott Delaney finds solace in the eternal change and permanence 
of nature and the seasons. Although she often writes lyrics 
in the style of Georgia Johnson, she at times experiments with 
freer forms. "The ll.aak11 describes a woman detached, cool,unemo 
tional. Once, however, a woman with a child passed her and a 
j man's name was mentioned. Then--
,, 
I 
I 
]I 
jl 
"Such baffled yearning in her eyes 
Such paim upon her face 
I turned aside until the mask 
Was slipped again in place." 
Sadness and a brooding spirit permeate her poetry, which is 
emotional and subjective. 
' Gwendolyn B.Bennett is an artist and teacher of art who ha II 
written and contin~es to write steadily for magazines. Her art 
tic spirit is shown in the color that pervades her poems, espec 
ally the earlier ones. "Quatrain" has it in the last line: 
"Brushes and paints are all I have 
To speak the music in my soul 
While silently there laughs at me 
A copper jar beside a pale green bowl." 
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And in "Secret"--more color: 
ni shall aake a song like your bair, 
Gold-woven with shadows green-tinged. 
I shall wrap my song in a blanket 
Blue, like your eyes are blue 
With tiny shots of silver." 
Color runs riot in a rhapsody of purple hues called "Fan-
tasy," but the irregularity of beat. makes it seem artistically 
imperfect. The poem starts out to be regular, but before the 
author finishes with it she rhymes at random and throws meter 
to the winds. 
"I sailed in my dreams to\the Land of Night 
Where you were the dusk-eyed queen, 
And there in the pallor of moon-veiled light 
The loveliest things were seen •••• 
A slim-necked peacock sauntered there 
In a garden of lavender hues, 
And you were strange with your purple hair 
As you sat in your amethyst chair 
With your feet in your hyacinth shoes. 
Oh, the moon gave a bluish light 
Through the trees in the land of dreams and night. 
I stood behind a bush of yell~w-green 
And whistled a song to the dark-haired queen." 
Her latest poems exhibit a talent which is less riouous an 
more socially minded. "Threnody for Spain1; one of the last, 
----
--~. 
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tains these two stanzas sympathet~Qal~y ~~itten: 
"The lovely names of Spain are hushed today-
Their music, whispering with a muted tone, 
Caresses softly mounds of restless clay 
Where urgent seeds of liberty were sown ••• 
And from your soil and from the bones beneath, 
For those who quest anew a Golden Fleece, 
A sword will rise, undaunted~ from its sheath 
To cleave a path for universal peace. 11 
Of all the Negro poetesses, the least obvious in method and 
the most modern in tone is Anne Spencer, of LSnchburg, Virginia, 
who writes with a cool precision not unlike that of Amy Lowell. 
I 
Her verse is restrained, intellectually complex, closely compact 
and often cryptic. "The Wife-Woman" and "Translation" reveal 
!metaphysical overtones, but her poetry is not wholly philosophi-
cal. It is often filled with an exotic opulence and barbaric ir-
j regularity that seems carefully calculated. "Before the Feast 
1
of Shushan" is the best illustration of this, but it is too long, 
to quote. Although her verse is rugged, the rhymes irregular, 
and the lines sometimes of strange length, she does occasionally 
use traditional forms, as in "Substitution,-',' an English sonnet. 
-
"Sybil Warns Her Sister" is subtly ironic advice to women lest 
they 11 defy the gods. 11 
"If you have beauty or plainness, if celibate 
Or vowed- the gods are Juggernaut, 
Passing over each of us . ........... . 
Or this you may do: T--==-- - --- -
, -
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Lock your heart quietly, 
And, lest they peer within, 
I 
IJ 
II 
'I 
II 
I 
I 
Light no lamp when dark comes down, 
Raise no shade for sun. 
Breathless must your breath come through, 
If you'd die and dare deny 
The gods their god-like fun." 
. 
Anne Spencer is typical of the majority of poets writing 
since 1925, pro~ucing bizarre effects with all kinde of subjects 
in all kinds of ways. She does not go to the extremes that many 
of them attempt, but who before her, unless it were McKay, would 
think of writing a poem about a girl in a diving tank? 
Sterling Brown is today one of the most prolific members of 
this group. He has tried every kind of writing, from the pure 
sonnet to the Hughes way of poetizing the blues. His chief con-
tributions, perhaps, have been the road song, the voice of the 
humble worker, the song of the bad man and roustabout. "Odyssey 
of .Big Boy", for example, nne of the few modern dialect poems, 
gives a picture of the knock-about life of a wandering Negro who 
after living life to the full, wants in death to be with men lik 
lj casey Jones, John Henry, Stagolee, and such heroes of Iolk-~ore. I 
II Brown was educated at Williams and at Harvard. In 1925 he 
I entered Howard as a member of the English department, and in 193 
brought out Southern Road, hie first collection of poems, contai -
l! ing river songs, raad chants, "tin- roof blues" and poems of a 
more personal nature. One of the most powerful is "Strong Men." 
--- ·===--=-=== ---1+-
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"They cooped you in their kitchens, 
They penned you in their factories, 
They gave you jobs that they were too good for, 
They tried to guarantee happiness to themselves 
By shunting dirt and misery on you ••.•.•• 
What, from the slums 
Where they have hemmed you, 
What, from the tiny huts 
They could not keep from you-
What reaches them 
I, 
I 
Making them ill at ease, fearful ••.•• 
One thing they cannot prohibit-I 
The strong men •••.• coming on 
The strong men gittin' stronger. 
Strong men •••.• 
Stronger •••• 
-I 
The recent anthology of American poets, The Generat ion, 
includes seven of Brown's social criticism poems, among which ar 
"Slim in Hell, 11 "Colloquy of a Black and White Worker, '"'Break of 
Day, 11 and "Glory, Glory." Here is poetic realism at its height, 
satire, and grief honestly pictured. The dialect used in them 
is the new free type which adds to the realism. Notice the com-
l mon phrases yet distinct mood of the lines which describe the 
. 
!Negro woman's feelings as she waits for her murdered Big Jess, 
I a waylaid train fireman: 
' 
" Swwet Mama sits rocking, waiting for the whistle 
Long past due, Babe, long past due. 
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But Jess done gone, baby, he done gone." 
The poet feels deep sympathy for the people, especially the 
lack people, who have suffered intensely in life. "Maumu Ruth" i 
r plea to bury 
t hose children 
in a place where she can sleep at last a mother 
have all gone wrong. Another poem, contained in 
Ebon and To az tells how Father Mississippi, after having lent 
~ands to his children, finally forecloses and leaves the shanties 
~esolate. 
In his racy idiom imitative of real speech he describes his 
tch to be off a-wandering on trains despite entreaties of a fait 1-
ul wife ("Long Gone") or expresses the loveliness of deriYing 
oy from working with flowers, ( 11 To a Certain Lady in Her Garden") 
r he wistfully longs to return to the pleasures of nature which 
n boyhood he knew ("Return"). 
That same hardness masking sympathy which was evident in 
ughes and Cullen and the same religious disillusion is found in 
rown, especially in lines like, 
11 Preach her the lies about 
Jordan and then 
Might as well drop her 
Deep in the ground. 
Might as well pray for her 
That she sleep Sound." 
Brown follows in the tradition of Langston Hughes as a poet 
!close to the hearts and emotiona -of Uhe masses, full of sympathy 
1. From 11Maumu Ruth" mentioned above. 
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for them. 
Lewis Alexander, an actor in the Ethiopian Art ~heatre 
has been writing poetry since 1917, speeializing ~tn Japanese 
!1 forms, hokku\ and tanka\, like 
I 
I 
II 
or 
"What if the wind blows? 
What if the leaves are scattered, 
Now that they are dead?" 
"Sitting by the pool 
I looked in and saw my face 
0 that I were blind." 
The theme of the latter poem, incidentally, is a common 
I one among Negro poetesses. 
,I Alexander chooses racial themes for the greater number of I 
his poems. He is fond of comparisons, but he mare really apt on s 
by_, an excessive use of overdrawn similes. For example, conside~ 
11 Negro Woman." 
11The sky hangs heavy tonight 
Like the hair of a Negro woman. 
The scars of the moon are curved 
Like the wrinkles on the brow of a Negro woman. 
The stare twinkle tonight 
Like the glaze in a Negro woman's eyes, 
Drinking the tears set flowing by an aging hurt 
Gnawing at her heart. 11 
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There is something of the touch of Amy Lowell in a poem 
_ L.:_ike "Fashion," but one could wish that Alexander would not 
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I rhyme "leaves" with "breeze" and write in a half-way style be-
l tween free verse and regular rhymed verse, mixing dimeter with t meter. jl "Your gown crackled loud 
11 Like the swish of leaves 
Being flitted about 
!' By a lyric breeze. 
I 
I 
Your step was like a dainty fawn 
Breathing the nectared air at dawn, 
Oft have I seen the rose in you 
But • never bloomed such a brilliant hue. 11 
,I n his social viewpoint he seems somewhat confused. His 
11Africa 11 blames the usurpers for taki---...ng the dark continent 
from its native children; yet the con:inent is not dead, onJ 
I 
I poem 
away 
' 
sleeping and will outlive "this terror and this pain," call its 
scattered ones back and arise to be its own immortal self again. 
!Marcus Garvey, as I have already stated, had planned a general 
exodus of Negroes all over the world to found an African civili-
l zation. Alexander here places himself in the group of thinkers 
r ho still believe that such a measure is the only way out for th 
!N egro. In another poem, however, called '.'The Dark Brother, 11 he 
pleads for recognition of the fact that Negroes have helped to 
uild this country into a strong, powerful nation and voices the 
elief that the white race will perceive sometime the '.'rarer 
eauty'.' of the black people. 
11 Tho I am black my heart thru love is pure, 
And you thru love my blackness shall endure." 
t is impossible to correlate the two beliefs. 
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Helene Johnson is the only woman poet that seems to go as 
far in experimenting as do the men. In her blazes a pagan apiri , 
a f~ce hatred of missionaries, a wild love of barbaric splendor !. 
I 
In " Magalu" she represents a savage listening to words about 
the Christian God, while the poeteea urges, 
'.'Oh Magalu, come! Take my hand and I will read you 
poetry, 
Chromatic words, 
Seraphic symphonies •••••• 
Would you s,ell he colors of your sunset and the 
fragrance 
Of your flowers, and the passionate wonder of your 
forest 
For a creed that will not let you dance? 11 
! This whole poem is a new setting given an old theme. (Recipe: 
I Take one part of Arnold~ s 11 The Forsaken Merman, 11 mix with two 
parte of Wordsworth's "The World is Too Much With Us" and com-
bine in an African bowl. Result: "Magalu!'"\. 
1 Mise Johnson seems to delight in surprising her readers. 
11 Sometimes she uses slang, as she does in "Poem" and "Bottled"; 
I 
sometimes she .expresees an idea that is so unusual that it ia 
memorable. Such an unexpected one is in a "Sonnet to a Negro 
in Harlem," a poem praisi ng the disdainful magnificence of a 
supercilious Negro who is "above" toiling for labor's sake be-
1
cause palm trees and mangoes stretch before 
be the cause of the W.P.A. shovel-leaning?) 
his eyes. (Can this 
She says, 
II 
I "I love your laughter, arrogant and bold. 
II 
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l You are too splendid for this city street." 
From this may be deduced the criticism that Helene Johnson 
is inclined to become a trifle fanatical in her admiration and 
to go too far in an attempt to achieve the unusual, both in word 
usage and in subject matter. In "Summer Matures," for example, 
she writes, 
11 The young moon is a curved white scimitar 
Pierced thru the swooning night. 11 
Inasmuch as a scimitar is, by definition, a curved blade, she is 
I guilty of redundance, to say nothing of the absurdity of a swoon 
ing night. 
I Although she professes a passionate love of iving in 11 Ful-
fillment,"she does not make us feel its enchantment.. "Night" is 
more convincing. 
11 0h what do I care for morning, 
Naked and newly born-
Night is here, yielding and tender-
What do I care for dawn?" 
Strangest of all the modern radical poets are Waring Cuney 
Frank Horne, Richard Bruce, and Albert Rice. Cuney, a young poet 
born in 1906, is a musician preoccupiedJ like. Robinson Jeffer~ 
I! with ideas of death and destruction, and the way civilization 
I shifts to different corners of the earth. That he is radical 
his beliefs· is set forth in a poem "The Radical" in which the 
free thinker has to be called in to untie the knots men have 
made in their affairs. 
in 
Cuney employs free verse as his medium, and apparently en-
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joys writing about the lower side of life, as in "Images 11 and 
1 
"Free Love." In "Images" he writes, 
!, 
I 
I 
Again, 
11 But there are no palm trees 
On the street, 
And dishwater gives back no images." 
11 She lives in a tenement 
Where the only music 
She hears 
Is the cry of street car brakes 
And the toot of automobile horns 
And the drip of a kitchen spigot." 
Should it seem odd that Cuney, a musician, should write such 
unmelodic verse, remember that he is a modern musician. 
The unusualness ~f Horne's poems is evident from their 
-
titles--''Letters Found Near a Suicide," "A Chant for Children 
Called 'Nigger!''.' and "Arabesque.'.' Typical of his untrammeled 
1
soul and illustrative of his disregard for form, "Youthn stands 
as a symbol of the 11 New Negro." 
"I am a knotted nebula-
A whirling flame 
Shrieking afire the endless darkness ••• 
I am the eternal center of gravity 
and about me swing the crazy moons-
I am the thunder of rising suna, 
-the blaze of the zenith-
••• the tremble of women's bodies 
in the arms of lovers ••• 
I sit on top of the Pole 
drunk with starry splendor 
shouting hozzanas at the Pleiades 
•••• booting footballs at the moon--
I shall outlast the sun 
and the moon 
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I sit on top of the Pole 
drunk with starry splendor 
shouting hozzanas at the Pleiades 
•••• booting footballs at the moon--
! shall outlast the sun 
and the moon 
and the stars ••••• " 
One feels that Horne relies too much on dashes and dota to 
convey his feeling; however, he manages to creat~ an impression 
of self-confident adolescence. The same methods he uses in 
"Arabesque, 11 where the mood is totally different. 
uDown in Georgia 
a danglin' nigger 
hangin' in a tree 
•••• kicks holes in the laughing sunlight.-
A little red haired 
Irish girl ••• grey eyes 
and a blue dress-
A little black babe 
in a lacy white cap •.•. 
The soft red lips 
of the little red head 
kiss 
so tenderly 
the little black head-
grey eyes smile 
into black eyes 
and the grey sunlight 
laughs joyously 
in a burst of gold •••.• 
Down in Georgia 
a danglin'nigger 
hangin' on a tree 
•..• kicka holes in the laughing sunligh~~-
Just as there is something in this kind of free verse tha~ 
makes one think that the line lengths have been chosen arbitrar- 1 
ily, with no definite cadence in the poet's mind, so the reader 
feels the insincerity of the work of Richard Bruce, a bizarre 
vagabond and artist of High Harlem, who is considered a leading 
light in the New York radical literary group. He attempts sym-
bolism, but there is little that is subtle or admirable in his 
work. "Shadow" is a sample. One assumes that the shadow is the 
Negro; it concludes: 
A shadow am I 
Growing in the light 
Not understood as is the day, 
But more easily seen 
Because 
I am a shadowin the light." 
Albert Rice is a disciple of Bruce, an admirer of socialism 
\ but intensely religious.. His best known poem is "The Black Ma-
donna.11 
t1 Between the years 1926 and 1929 interest in poetry and in t 
I • 
1 
literary efforts of Negroes was at ita ha~ght. In October, 1926, 
t'= 
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the magazine Palms devoted an issue to Negro poets; in 1927 came 
Opportunity's collection, Ebony and Topaz, containing prose and 
poetry; Bla~k Opals, a poetry magazine started in 1927 in Phila-1 
delphia, running for several issues; The Saturday Evening Quill, 
beginning in Boston in 1928 lasted for some years; and Fire, a I 
literary quarterly burned ~or a short time. Since that time in-
terest seems to have waned somewhat, although Crisis, 0 ortunit 1 , 
and The New Negro still have their ·poetry sections, and several 
volumes by new poets have been published. No Alabas~er Bo% was 
brought out in 1936 by "Eve Lynn11 (Evelyn Reynolds) and in the I 
same ,year came We Lift Our Voices by May V. Cowdery, both native 
of Philadelphia. Miss Cowdery won the Crisis poetry prize in 
1927 for "Longings 11 and "Lamps. 11 She writes with an unmistaka-
bly feminine t.otLch, colorfully and simply. 11 Dusk11 is one of her 
best. 
11 Like you 
Letting down your 
Purple shadowed hair 
To hide the rose and gold 
Of your loveliness 
And your eyes peeping thru 
Like beacon lights 
In the gathering darkness." 
Another Philadelphian, Theodore Anthony Stanford, is the 
author of Dark Harvest (1936). He seems interested in the artis-
1 t ic rather than the racial, and his vivid word picture, like 
11 A ail ver echo flung against the dawn'.' give evidence of a talent 
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tba~ will bear watching. 
With more obstreperous assurance, Frank Marshall Davia and 
J. Harvey L. Baxter, of Chicago and Roanoke respectively, attem 
subjects strange and modernistic. Davis is the author of Black 
Man's Verses (1935) which contains poems with titles like these: 
"Chicago's Congo, 11 a sonata for an orchestra,"Love Notes at Nig 
"Melody for a Zither." The last section of the book,"Ebony Under 
Granite" gives a series of rather striking vignettes. 
Baxter's That Which Concerneth Me (1934) and Sonnets for 
the Ethiopians and Other Poems are interesting for their strange 
diction illuminated by occasional bursts of passion. "A Common 
Q,uestion" shows the general spirit of the poems; it is clear in 
thought but weak in the conclusion. 
11 What school did you attend? Name your degrees, 
And were you bred at Harvard or at Yale? 
How many years abroad across the seas 
To gulp at Bonn, or sup old Oxford's ale? 
What alphabets of Gr.eek do you possess? 
And what about your class, fraternity? 
Talk of the badge you wear upon your breast, 
And other boons of your divinity. 
I did not come the way of classic halls, 
My keys were won from hard begrudging earth, 
I go as scholar of the cabin walls, 
As student of the common heath and hearth. 
Each page into the book of life I turn, 
I view as ashes of a cankered urn. 11 
II 
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The youngest poet included in Caroling Dusk is Lula Lowe 
eeden, who now mpst be about twenty-one years old. As a child 
poet she could not quite hold her own with Hilda Conkling or 
Nathalia Crane; she lacked their elf-like nature. But her poem 
reveal an inquiring mind unusually philosophical for a child. 
11 Have you seen the moon 
And stars stick together? 
Have you ever seen it? 
Have you ever seen bad? 
Have you ever seen good 
And bad stick together? 
Have you ever seen it?" 
It is possible that we shall hear more of her as an adult. 
Although within recent years many new writers have entered 
the lists--Pauli Muraay, Lucy Williams, George Allen, Gwendolyn , 
Brooks, Octave Lilly, Andy Razef--to mention only a few, it is 
as yet too soon to judge their work. Most of them follow in th 
realistic tradition established by McKay, Hughes, and Brown. 
Alain Locke, a Negro scholar and essayist, in an essay cal ed 
1 
11 The Negro in American Culturen states that Negro poetry today 
represents many strains, having only one common factor--the fac 
of reflecting some expression of the emotional sense of race or 
some angle of thepeculiar group traditions and experiences. Th 
various veins that he traces are these: (I give examples from 
my own reading.) 
---------------------------------------
1. Contained in Calverton's Anthology of American Negro Litera-
ture. 
----- -=FJ--= -====:-=---==-=-========-=-=-==========-=-~1-====1 
!.Direct portrayal of Negro folk-life and folk-types. Dunbar 
id this in drawing portBaits like Malindy and Angelina Jones and 
n poems of plantation life. Hughes does it by imitating the Ne-
ro singers of the blues songs. 
2. Poetry of derived emotional coloring that reflects in 
nly a secondary way the tempo and moods of Negro life--reflects 
ace temperament rather than race substance. Cullen, with his 
ensuousness,and D~oia and McKay, with their angry intensity, 
re poets who use little of race substance but much of its tem-
:>erament, McKay when he says," If we must die, let it not be like 
ogs," Cullen when he confesses, 
"If for a day joy masters me, 
Think not my wounds are healed; 
Far deeper than the scars you see 
I keep the roots concealed. 11 
3. That which emphasizes the growing historical sense of a 
eparate cultural tradition--a racialistic trend that equals a 
ationalistic spirit. Such poems are Alexander's 11Africa 11 and 
ullen' s 11 Heritage. 11 
4. Poetry of personal expression in which racial situations 
nduce a personal reaction and a particular philosophy of life. 
o Negro poet can eseape writing poetry of this nature. Georgia 
I . 
1 ouglas Johnson, Anne Spencer, Arna Bontemps--only a few among 
l any--reveal in what they write sensitive natures whose place in merica as Negroes has forced them to work out a philosophy of 
toicism, nihilism, or atavism. 
5. That which expresses the sense of group and its common 
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experience, and is partly poetry of social protest and exhortati n 
and partly an expression of belief in the mystic quality of the 
/ black race. The protest poetry finds its themes in lynchings, 
denial of opportunity to Negroes, Jim Crow laws, and the lack of 
I justice in everyday affairs. McKay's "Enslaved" and "Baptism", 
I Hill' a "Wings of Oppression':', and Johnson's "Brother~'_' are 
examples. Already the mysticiam ;of Braithewaite has beBn men-
tioned; it reaches its height in Hughes' 
~ 
I 
which 
"I've known rivers: 
Andient, dusky rivers. 
My soul has grown deep like the rivers." 
has the rolling rhythm of the spirituals. 
Traits of twentieth century poetry which he does not mentio 
are a strong leaning toward the didactic that persists even in 
the newest poets, a feeling of assertiveness and conceit, an in- 1 
eli ation toward airing religious skepticism, a disregard for 
form, an intoxication with the sound of words that leads to ove~ 
ornateness and sometimes confusiQlll. At its worst, Negro poetry 
jis stereotypes, sentimental, fl~ boyant, even banal. At its 
lbes't, when poets allow .themselves simplicity and directness, it 
is poignantly moving. 
I Which, if any, of all these poets will endure? It is plain 
that much of their work is worthless, just as is much of that of 
our own race. On the other hand, certain names stand out either 
because they have made an original contribution, created new typ 
or because, using old forms, they have sung with Olympic voices 
jAlthough Dunbar touched only the superficialities of life and 
I j II 
' 
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stopped short of achieving subtlety or true art, his place as th 
I interpreter of certain phases of the life of his people is assur 
IJames Weldon Johnson undoubtedly will be remembered, not only fo 
bringing the first intellectual substance into t he content of 
Negro poetry, but also for his sermon poems, which are unlike 
I anything else in American literature. DuBois, militant prose-poe ', 
has uttered in Souls of Black Folk and Dark Water words of too 
I burning an intensity to perish, and though McKay is exiled from 
I America and no longer writes poems, the two strains of his natur 
the wistful, sympathetic dreamer and weaver of subtle harmonies 
and the fiery propagandist, have not been forgotten. A few of 
Braithewaite's mystical lyrics can stand the test of time. Above 
/ them all stands Countee Cullen, the most perfect in finish, the 
most universal in feeling, the most successful in escaping any 
weight that race tends to lay upon poetry. Hughes is a question 
mark. He has, it is true, moved farther than any other poet in 
creating a poetic diction and form of his own; but was the form 
I worth creating? If we bestow fame upon Vachel Lindsay for maki 
jazz rhythms a part of poetry, perhaps we should accord to Hughe 
the same honor for employing the blues rhythm in his work. But 
surely it is legitimate to question its beauty. Certain expan-
sions of the form, as he uses it in "The Weary Blues," for exam-
ple, are genuinely effective, but there is much that is ephemera 
and will pass with the poet who has produced it. If Hughes lives 
it will be for such poems as "The Negro Speake of Rivers" and no 
for "Homesick Blues." There will always be people interested in 
folk-realism and the human and social side of race peculiarities 
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To these, Hughes, as well as Sterling Brown, rna Bontemps, 
land Jean Toomer will seem of value for their attempt to record 
them honestly. The other poets, though individual poems are 
orthy efforts, do not seem blessed with enGugh of the poetic 
spark to endure. 
Whether th~'Negro Renaissance" has now spent ita force, chec ed 
-y the cheap flattery, demagogery, and emotionalism that has un-
fortunately accompanied it, or whether it is experiencing now a 
merely temporary lull and will eventually rise to new heights in 
ja more penetrating portrayal of life by men like Frank Davis and 
Theodore Stanford, remains for the future to discover. 
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The Development of Negro Poetry in the Twentieth Century 
Abstract 
The purpose of this essay is to show the advance mad~ by 
twentieth century Negro poets over earlier efforts in racial 
expression and to evaluate the importance of Paul Lawrence Dun-
bar and the poets following him. 
In the introduction I have stated what work has already 
been done in the field by anthologists and critics, have proved 
the need of a new evaluation, and have shown the importance of 11 
Negro contributions to American culture. 
I have prefaced my study of the twentieth century poets 
with a brief account of very early Negro songs of unknown 
authorship- labor songs, social songs, and especially spirit- I 
I 
uals, showing the influence these have had upon later writers, 1 
and how certain traits like conceit, self-pity, and mysticism 
reappear in twentieth century poets. I have also illustrated 
the type of writing produced by known slaves and ex-slaves 
and the subtle ehange through the nineteenth century from 
pious,moral poetry to fervent demands for freedom and later 
for civil rights and justice. 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I have gone on to discuss the life and works of Paul Dunbart 
first Negro poet to attain nation-wide recognition, particularl~ 
for dialect poetry, and have given as reasons for his failure 'I 
to win greater distinction his rather superficial treatment of ' 
life situations, his lack of broad knowledge, and his inabili t 
to use language in a really artistic fashion. His advance o er l 
II 
II 
I 
---------
his predecessors, however, is noted in his greater technical 
perfection, his liberality in religion, his ability to portray I 
plantation life romantically and appealingly, and his simplicitJII 
linked with wide human sympathy, 
I have discussed the dialect&hool following in the tradi-
tion established by Dunbar, writing for a white audience, present-
ing the Negro as a atereotyp~ either humorous or pathetic, usin~ 
conventional subject ~nmatter and verse forms, and letting self- I 
pity mar its work. 
I have next shown the rise of the revolutionaries and real-
ists--even in the shadow of the dialect school--in the work of 
Fenton Johnson, a Negro Edgar Lee Masters, and in that of George 
Reginald Margetson, both men who tried to free themselves from 
trite subjects amd express what Negroes were really thinking and 
wanting to hear. 
I 
II Apart from these forerunners of realism I have placed Wil-
II 
liam Stanley Braithewaite and Benjamin Brawley, literary scholar 
who seem more interested, especially the former, in the world 
of books rather than the world of men. 
,, 
,, 
I 
y next section I have devoted to the work of James Weldon I 
Johnson as constructive critic and interpreter of his race, whose 
sermon-poems contained in God's Trombones reserve the flavor of 
the old-fashioned Negro preacher'a flowery language. 
Then I have traced the growth of artistic vision and talent 
in the work of some of the women writers, Alice Dunbar Nelson, 
Jessie bauset, and GeDrgia Douglas Johnson, who stand mid-way 
between the conventional and realistic groups but express a mod-
II 
+ 
work of W .E. B. I, 
....::...:__:____:-:__::-_:.::-~::._:: -- - -
ern note of disillusionment and cynicism. 
I have given considerable attention to the 
DuBois aa a prophet of the Negro Renaissance, a solver of 
cultural conflicts,as well as a powerfully militant radical 
prose-poet. 
In a discussion of the effect _of the World War upon Negrd 
poetry I have given evidences of the growth of a spirit of 
defiance and rebellion, a spirit fanned into. flame by numerous 
radical magazines and by the career of Marcus Garvey, marred 
artistically speaking by a c oarse striving after bizarre effects,, 
extreme hedonism and reversion to primitive aspects of life. 
The beneficial effect that magazines had upon the size of the 
literary output has been stressea. 
I _have used Claude McKay as the best representative of the 
post- war group of poets, showing the two strains in his poetry•-
one, the angry intense hatred of white men's injustice; the oth~r, 
a wistful, poeti~dreamy strain of pure beauty. 
After a somehhat detailed criticism of McKay I have gone o I 
to discuss Joseph Seaman Cotter, Jr., and then the younger grouJ 
I of moderns led by Countee Cullen and Langston Hughes, both of 
whom I have criticized in detail. I have shown how Hughes may 
be taken as the representative of the Negro masses, Cullen that 
of the ~==-l~en~ia, the latter achieving the greatest tech-
nical perfection, the greatest universalityJ of any Negro poet. 
I have treated more briefly other men and women now writi~ 
who h ve won less wide acclaim than these, Arna Bontemps, the 1/ 
poet~no elist, Jean Toomer, portrayer of life in Georgia, Angel-~ 
- I: 
ina Grimke, Mary E.L. Newsome, poet of children, Clarissa Scott 
Delaney, the colorful poems of Gwendolyn Bennett, cr~ptic Anne 
Spencer, Sterling Brown, most prolific writer among the realist~, 
the experimentalist Lewis Alexander, and the young radicals 
Helene Johnson,Albertr Rice, Waring Cuney, Richard Bruce and 
Frank Horne. 
Following a discussion of how the "Renaissance" reached it 
peak about nineteen twenty-eight and since declined, . ! have 
given brief criticism of books appearing within very recent 
years by Evelyn Reynolds, Mae Cowdery, Theodore Stanford, 
and Fra): Davis. 
In summarizing, I have traced the various strains in whic 
modern Negro poetry seems to run, all having the common factor 
of reflecting the emotional sense of race or some angle of the 
peculiar group traditions and experiences, and have given the 
traits which characterize most of it--a tendency toward the 
didactic, a feeling of assertiveness and conceit, a pride in 
race, an inclination toward airing religious scepticism, a dis 
regard for perfection of form, an over-ornateness of wording, 
a sentimentality and flamb~oyancy in the worst of it, and a I 
moving simplisity and directness in the best. I have concluded 
that much of it will die with the men and women who produced i 
but that the greatest figures w ll live--Dunbar for his inter-
pretation of the life of his peOple, James Johnson for his cri r 
icism and for his sermon-poems, DuBois for the intensity of hi 
moods, McKay for his subtle weaving of harmonies and dreams, 
as well as for his militant soul, and Cullen above all for hi 
technical finish, hie universality of emotion, and hie ability 
a,'n~ 
to evoke a mood,AHughea perh~pa for hie introduction of racial 
rhythms into modern verse. 
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